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ii 
Abstract 
 
 
 
Many contemporary Hollywood film scores differ greatly from the symphonic, neo-Romantic 
style that is a trademark of the Golden Era of Hollywood. Instead, scores nowadays often 
favour non-melodic, minimalist writing, non-orchestral instrumentation, and other 
characteristics foreign to film music even a few decades ago. In this dissertation, I explore 
both what brought about this musical change, and, in particular, the style and genre to 
which the music has changed. I have named this new category of music Filminimalism, and 
this thesis provides an extensive textural analysis of the music, as well as the films it 
accompanies. To do this, it views Filminimalism through four distinct analytical lenses, 
providing a detailed historical, cultural, musical, and theoretical analysis. First, through 
historical and cultural analysis in chapter two, this thesis determines the predecessors, 
influences, and contexts of this music, including Minimalism and its transition to 
Postminimalism, Hollywood business practices, and technological advancements. Chapter 
three then analyses the music itself, providing a definitive aesthetic and syntactic 
classification that can then be used to test whether future film scores would be considered 
to exhibit Filminimal properties. Chapters four, five, and six then analyse the works of 
three Oscar-nominated composers – Johann Johannsson, Trent Reznor and Atticus Ross, 
and Mica Levi – through multiple theoretical lenses in order to demonstrate how 
Filminimalism communicates emotional significance to the filmgoer either through 
subconscious Embodied Simulation, or through Multimedia Incongruences.  
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Chapter One: Introduction 
 
 
 
1.1: Introduction 
 
This thesis explores the field of contemporary film music, and, specifically, introduces to the 
repertoire of film music a new practice that has been established in recent years, which I 
have labelled Filminimalism. The primary purpose of this thesis is to investigate 
Filminimalism through multiple lenses – situating it historically and culturally, 
researching its musical properties, and providing multiple theoretical analyses – in order to 
develop an extensive and comprehensive representation of this newly recognised music. 
Academics in the humanities, and particularly those who study the creative arts, 
including (but not exclusive to) drama, film, literature, visual art, and music, tend to shy 
away from contemporary works. It is easier to position past works of art in their proper 
historical and cultural context for two reasons: first, it provides the researcher a larger 
range of time with which to study causal and correlated effects, and to determine which 
works most widely impacted the context in which they were created; second, it removes the 
researcher from any conflicts of interest that arise with contemporaneity, and affords him 
or her the ability to be more objective. However, in a rapidly advancing field like that of 
film music, the landscape can change so quickly that what was relevant to culture thirty 
years ago may be irrelevant today, and vice versa. Film Music as a whole, far from being 
stuck in 19th-century German Romanticism, has developed, over a relatively short lifespan, 
into a diverse amalgamation of many different styles and practices. If a composer were 
commissioned to write a score for a film today, he or she would have myriad examples of 
scores throughout the past century from which to draw inspiration.  
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The most well-known film music style would be the music of the Golden Era of 
Hollywood – the 1930s and 1940s, in which the industry thrived and produced ‘a body of 
[musical] conventions which are ingrained and universal in [our] culture’, and ‘function as a 
type of collective experience’ (Kalinak, 1992, xiv) for audiences of the time as well as those 
of today, though most of these conventions are now seen as trite due to their oversaturation 
during this pivotal period. For example, the average filmgoer would recognise the cliché of 
associating tremolo strings with suspense, a ‘signal-like horn motif’ with mountainous 
landscape shots or heroic battle action, or a ‘slow waltz … with a moonlit scene in which a 
boat drifts down a river’ (Adorno & Eisler, 1947, 7). Scores for this Classical Hollywood Era 
use ‘specifically written music for large orchestras and lean heavily on the techniques of 
central European art music’ (Lehman, 2018, 9).  
 Most other film music styles are not so clearly defined as to become classified as an 
era. Even though the Classical Era is seen as only the ’30s to perhaps the early ’50s, many 
of the films produced even today still adhere to the conventions set at that time. For 
example, the latest Best Original Score winner at the 90th Academy Awards was The Shape 
of Water (dir. Guillermo del Toro, 2017), in which composer Alexandre Desplat uses 
mimicry and narrative associations as patently as Golden Era composers like Max Steiner 
or Erich Wolfgang Korngold. In addition, most ‘blockbusters and mega-franchise American 
movies’ (Lehman, 2018, 46), many of which are listed in chapter three, tend to still use 
scoring practices that originated from this era.  
However, this does not make other styles less influential, and since their inception 
into the film music corpus, they have each brought with them new musical idioms and what 
Buhler and Neumeyer (2001, 23) call ‘style topics’, which ‘function as the vocabulary of a 
rudimentary system of musical signification’. For example, science-fiction and fantasy 
genre scores could be characterised by the use of non-diatonic scales such as the twelve-tone 
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or whole-tone scale, or specific instruments like electronic organs, Theremins, or 
Synthesisers. Scores using twelve-bar blues or non-resolving sevenths, or perhaps featuring 
such instruments as electric guitar, trumpet, or saxophone, might be evoking a ‘jazzy’ 
atmosphere of a specific time, place, or character. Popular soundtracks are noted for their 
use of preexisting music, and primarily pop songs, as musical accompaniment to the film, 
rather than a written score. Minimalist music in film has been linked by Rebecca Eaton 
(2008, abstract) to ‘the Other, the mathematical mind, and dystopia’, and eschews 
expansive and complex chromaticism in favour of diatonic (or pentatonic) harmonies and 
melodies, and long, memorable themes for brief, iterable, and interchangeable modules. 
With all of the various options outlined above for contemporary composers to utilise, 
the variety of terms and language used to talk about them, and film music in general, 
should come as no surprise – just as I used words such as era, style, genre, and practice to 
differentiate between aspects of film scoring. For example, a historian would likely use the 
term era when describing the unique sounds of certain decades, or when demarcating a 
chronology of specific film or music practices. They then establish that the ‘Silent Era’ was 
followed by the ‘Golden Era’ of Hollywood, which led to the ‘post-Studio Era’ and finally the 
‘New Hollywood Era’. However, the term era portrays each of these as separate from their 
predecessors and ancestors, downplaying almost to a fault the overlap they share and the 
influence they have on one another. Thus, while era may be helpful for a brief overview, it 
undermines any nuanced discussion or in-depth analysis. The terms style and genre, which 
will both be defined thoroughly in chapter three, are often used by musicologists and film 
scholars, respectively, with musicologists tending to put more emphasis on the former and 
film scholars preferring the latter. The term practice comes from Frank Lehman, as he 
(2018, 18) defines a film music practice as ‘a collection of customs and associations that 
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enables the telling of properly behaved stories, plus the circumstances of production that 
standardised them’ (his emphasis). 
I posit that using the term practice over era, style, and genre most effectively 
encapsulates film music from all angles – historical, cultural, musical, and theoretical – 
while also not assigning arbitrary confines within which it can or cannot work. Therefore, 
to the list of practices above I would add Filminimalism as a film music practice that is an 
integrated part of the film music repertoire as a whole, while also containing certain 
distinguishing factors – e.g. its historical placement, cultural setting, musical 
characteristics, and means of signifying emotion – that are worth crediting as distinctive. 
The next five chapters will provide an in-depth analysis of Filminimalism through the lens 
of each of those four factors. The first point I would like to make regarding the list of styles 
and practices above, however, is about the time it took for them to be properly researched 
and added to academic critical discourse.  
After the original slate of books and articles in the early days of Hollywood – e.g. 
Film Music by Kurt London (1936), Sabaneev’s Music for the Films (1935), Copland’s “The 
Aims for Music in Film” (1940), and Adorno and Eisler’s seminal work Composing for the 
Films (1947), which wrote about contemporary film music out of necessity (there was no 
concept of bygone film music as it was just beginning) – the Classical Hollywood music of 
the thirties and forties continued to be the focus of researchers and critics alike well into 
the eighties and nineties. Works by Leonard Meyer in the 1950s, Irwin Bazelon in the 
1970s, Claudia Gorbman in the 1980s, and Kathryn Kalinak and Roy Prendergast in the 
1990s all focused heavily, if not solely, on the music of the Hollywood Golden Era. 
Regarding the science-fiction craze of the fifties, literature is not really introduced en masse 
until the eighties, with works such as Musique Fantastique by Randall Larson (1985) and 
Screening Space: The American Science Fiction Film by Vivian Sobchack (1987). The 
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Popular soundtrack features prominently in Jeff Smith’s book The Sounds of Commerce 
(1998) and Russell Lack’s Twenty-Four Frames Under (1997), over forty years after it was 
introduced. Electronic music and Minimalism, and all music of the 21st century, is typically 
relegated to a ‘state of the art’ section in the final chapters of books detailing the history of 
film music, such as Merwyn Cooke’s A History of Film Music (2008), Hearing the Movies by 
Buhler et al. (2010), and again Lack’s Twenty-Four Frames Under, as well as an epilogue 
chapter in James Wierzbicki’s Film Music: A History (2009). The American Film Institute 
released a list of the 25 Best Film Scores in 2005, and the most recent score on the list was 
Morricone’s The Mission (dir. Roland Joffé, 1986), twenty years prior. This is all to say that 
investigating such a current phenomenon – one that is simultaneously evolving alongside 
the production of this thesis – as I will be here, is extremely rare in the scholarship of the 
last few decades. First, however, I will examine the context into which this category of 
music has been born. 
 
1.2: Contextual Background 
 
The context that guided my research developed a few years ago when I first watched the 
film Gone Girl (dir. David Fincher, 2014). I had barely noticed the score throughout the 
entire film and went home immediately to listen through it again. That interest prompted 
me to watch a variety of films from many different countries and decades, from classics like 
The Kid (dir. Charlie Chaplin, 1921) and M (dir. Fritz Lang, 1931), to French, Japanese, 
Italian, Swedish, and German films, through to the Hollywood blockbusters of today. A 
pattern emerged in which the contemporary (which will be defined below) films had simpler 
and more minimalist-sounding music than the similar films of the past. For example, in 
comparing the scores for two detective-thrillers – Chinatown (dir. Roman Polanski, 1974) 
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and The Girl with the Dragon Tattoo (dir. David Fincher, 2011) – or two war dramas like 
The Deer Hunter (dir. Michael Cimino, 1978) and Sicario (dir. Denis Villeneuve, 2015), 
among many others,1 one finds evidence to suggest an emphasis in contemporary film 
scoring to produce subtler, less obtrusive music. 
I am not the first to notice, or even write about, this phenomenon. Books by Cooke, 
Buhler et al., Smith, and Lack all discuss how film music has changed in recent times. 
Cooke (2008, 491) mentions towards the end of his book how film music continues to ‘fall 
squarely into the three traditional categories of scoring identified by Broughton: catching 
the action (Mickey-Mousing), suggesting the mood, or not referring “to anything in 
particular” (Schelle, 1999, 91)’. He goes on to assert that ‘calculated anempathy remained 
rare’, and, while he does conflate the third category with ‘the minimalists, or of those 
working in other emotionally detached styles’ (ibid.), he makes no point about an overall 
trajectory shift towards this style over recent decades. Buhler, Neumeyer, and Deemer, in 
their book Hearing the Movies (2010) explore the change in scoring practices through the 
lens of technological advancement and specific composers. They (2010, 401) posit that the 
rise in different film scores comes from the rise in new technologies, but still see orchestral 
music as foremost among them:  
Orchestral music has continued to serve as the foundation for scoring blockbusters, 
but the decreasing costs and increasing quality of synthesisers meant that, for most 
other films, composers drew more and more on the resources of the synthesiser … 
In general, the convergence of advanced digital technology with the enormous 
increase in independent filmmaking over the past thirty years has both allowed and 
forced composers to create a score in innovative ways, including … creating a score 
entirely with synthesisers or samplers, and using personal computers and home 
recording technology. 
 
 
1 Chapter three has a large (though not exhaustive) list of films that shows this pattern in sequels, franchises, and 
reboots. 
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Lack (2002, 347) mentions briefly in his book’s conclusion that film music would be better 
appreciated if ‘more was understood about the effects of its sound within a film’, and he 
even goes on to criticise music education for ‘resulting in intuitions about music that are 
rooted in pitch structures rather than more culturally accessible elements such as tone-
colour, melody, or rhythm’. However, this message is somewhat undercut by his previous 
chapter (‘The State of Things’), which takes the ‘masterpiece’ approach of early film music 
criticism and shows little regard for cultural or technological context.2 Lastly, Smith (1998, 
232), while delving deeply into the shifting cultural landscape of the last few decades and 
looking at film music ‘in terms of its relation to economics, culture, and film form’, uses this 
research to look mainly at compiled Popular music soundtracks and their commercial 
implications rather than original film scores.3 
The text that best acknowledges the gradual but substantial shift in film scoring 
styles has been a dissertation by Vasco Hexel, titled Understanding Contextual Agents and 
Their Impact on Recent Hollywood Film Music (2014). Hexel came to the same conclusion I 
did – that film music has been steered ‘towards increased simplicity’ in its harmonic 
language and melodic content (ibid., x) – and set out to determine the historical and 
cultural context. He argues that ‘developments in storytelling, changing demographics 
among filmmakers and composers, evolving business models, and the influence of television 
have altered the content and style of Hollywood films and film music’ (ibid., abstract). 
However, what still interests me, and what Hexel’s work did not provide, is an analysis of 
the actual music used in contemporary films. Therein lies the foundational topic of this 
thesis – the concept of Filminimalism.  
 
 
2 An argument against this approach is found in Smith (1998, 234). 
3 The subtitle of his book is ‘Marketing Popular Film Music’, however, so this is to be expected. 
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1.3: Defining Filminimalism 
 
I define Filminimalism as such: 
These terms do not mean much on their own, so I will take the time now to develop working 
definitions for each, to better situate my thesis in the proper context.4 First, contemporary 
is a purposely nebulous term. Hexel (2014) titles his thesis, in part, Recent Hollywood Film 
Music Practice, and then goes on to collect data from the ‘50 top-grossing Hollywood films 
each year between 1980-2009’, so the audience can safely assume his idea of contemporary 
stretches back to 1980. In this context, my time period could be seen as ‘über-
contemporary’, as the earliest film I am analyzing is The Social Network (dir. David 
Fincher) from 2010. So, while I examine Filminimal features from films dating back to the 
1960s and ’70s, my classification of contemporary would be from the mid-2000s to the 
present.  
 Regarding the terms postminimalist technique and style, I will primarily use 
Timothy Johnson’s definitions that originated in his 1994 article “Minimalism: Aesthetic, 
Style, or Technique?” Johnson (1994, 748) uses RJ Pascall’s concept of ‘constituent parts’ to 
analyse the form, texture, melody, harmony, and rhythm of Minimalism. I will then apply 
these to the postminimalist style, which I posit is the closest musically to that of 
Filminimalism. I will also add analysis from other scholars such as Eaton, Keith Potter, 
Wim Mertens, and Jonathan Bernard to give a complete picture of how close Filminimalism 
is musically to both previous styles. Therefore, even though there are major differences 
between Filminimalism and its nominal predecessor, such as the latter utilising additive 
 
4 See the Glossary of Terms in the Appendices for a comprehensive list of terms and working definitions. 
Filminimalism (also Filminimal Music): A contemporary subgenre of 
film score that exhibits postminimalist technique and style and 
emphasises secondary musical parameters over primary. 
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processing and phase shifting, or the former, by virtue of accompanying visual media, being 
(at least partially) representational and ‘a medium for the expression of subjective feelings’ 
(Johnson, 1994, 744), the genre title of Filminimalism is still valid, as it does fall under the 
definition of Minimalism that I am using. In other words, Filminimalist Music is not 
Minimalism in film,5 but a separate practice that borrows facets of its technique.  
However, to narrow down the field more, as the majority of contemporary film music 
can be argued to feature at least some characteristics of the minimalist style, I have also 
noted that Filminimal Music emphasises secondary over primary parameters, borrowing 
terminology from Leonard Meyer’s 1989 book Style and Music: Theory, History, and 
Ideology. In it, Meyer distinguishes two classes of musical parameters. Primary parameters 
are those such as melody, harmony, and rhythm – parameters which ‘are governed by 
syntactic restraints’ (Meyer, 1989, 14), and can therefore create syntax and structure 
within a work of music. According to Meyer, it is only through these parameters that music 
can legitimately close (such as a perfect authentic cadence through a V-I harmonic 
progression) rather than just stop. Secondary parameters, on the other hand, are those such 
as tempo, sonority, timbre, texture, and dynamics. With these, Meyer says, a piece of music 
can stop (such as a decrescendo until no physical sound is being produced) but it cannot 
close. Throughout the history of film music, even with technological advancements such as 
electronic sound production and digital editing, primary parameters are still almost always 
emphasised over secondary parameters, often even in films with scores that would be 
considered minimalist by Johnson’s definition.6 It is the prominence of secondary 
 
5 As stated above, this topic has already been covered by Rebecca Eaton. 
6 A substantial list of such films is provided in section 3.3. 
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parameters above primary parameters that makes Filminimal Music unique among film 
scores. 
 
1.4: Research Questions and Motivations 
 
The questions that therefore motivated my research arose from what I believe Hexel and 
others did not adequately answer, or mention at all: What kind of music is used in certain 
contemporary film scores, and how is it used in films? How does it tell a story, and is it 
effective? Those questions led me to develop the concept of Filminimalism, with the central 
ideas and questions of this thesis revolving around analyzing this film music practice 
through different lenses, in order to produce a definitive summary that others can build 
upon. The research done in this thesis follows in the same vein as books like The Sounds of 
Commerce by Jeff Smith and Settling the Score by Kathryn Kalinak, or a thesis such as 
Unheard Minimalisms by Rebecca Eaton, all of which take a specific style of film music 
(Popular music soundtracks, Classical Hollywood music, and Minimalism, respectively) and 
build a narrative from there.  
To build my narrative, I use a combination of four main lenses used to analyse film 
music in previous academic literature – historical, cultural, musical, and theoretical 
perspectives. Books such as Cooke’s, Buhler’s et al., Lack’s, and Wierzbicki’s take a 
historical approach to film scoring, detailing how it changed over a certain period of time 
and referencing influential works and practitioners. The historical approach is closely tied 
to culture, and it is chiefly through a cultural lens that scholars delineate a historical 
timeline. Works such as Smith’s and Hexel’s emphasise the impact that shifting cultural 
norms and business practices had on the final products being put out by composers and 
producers, with Smith specifically detailing the marketing and selling of Popular music and 
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Hexel detailing increasingly simplified film music in recent years through the lens of 
mutable business models and the changing influence of television and filmgoing 
demographics.  
Some existing literature looks directly and predominantly at the music used in the 
film scores, analyzing aspects of it such as the interactions between melody and harmony, 
chord progressions and voice leading, and instrumentation; my definition of Filminimalism 
is primarily from a musical perspective. Works such as Kalinak’s Settling the Score (1992), 
Gorbman’s Unheard Melodies (1987), and Davison’s Hollywood Theory, Non-Hollywood 
Practice (2004), contain sections in which they closely analyse the musical facets of specific 
scores. Lastly, I will also be using the lens of applied theoretical analysis – a lens which is 
also ubiquitous in film music literature, and almost as varied as the authors who use it. 
Gorbman uses a narratological perspective in Unheard Melodies, as does Guido Heldt 
(2013) in Music and Levels of Narration in Film; Caryl Flinn (1992) uses a gendered 
perspective to frame her arguments in Strains of Utopia; Adorno and Eisler take a 
sociological perspective in Composing for the Films; Juan Chattah (2015) develops a 
phenomenological framework in his chapter “Film Music as Embodiment”, among others. In 
sum, from these four perspectives I have developed research questions to guide my research 
and inform the structure of my thesis: 
1. How and why did Filminimalist music come about, historically? Is it a logical 
progression from earlier film music practices, or does it diverge from/react to its 
predecessors?  
2. What are the influences acting on Filminimalism, culturally? Is it a product of 
contemporary technology and/or culture? 
3. What is Filminimalism, musically? What are its defining musical characteristics and 
traits?  
4. How does Filminimalist music attempt to communicate emotional meaning to its 
audience, and how does it attempt to affect filmgoers? What theoretical models and 
frameworks can one use to critically answer this question? 
5. What films have scores that exhibit the properties of this style of music?  
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Since many authors, including Potter, Cooke, Wierzbicki, Smith, Hexel, and Eaton, have 
covered ground in terms of culture and history, respectively, I will not repeat what they 
have already researched, so the historical and cultural sections of this thesis will be less 
extensive than the other two. However, I will be touching upon how the use of Filminimal 
music differs from the historical use of film music, and whether it can be seen as a 
continuation or a rejection of a trend started in the early days of Hollywood. I will look at 
the context and historical precedent surrounding the term Filminimalism, and I will 
explore the current sociocultural climate in which these films are created, as well as the 
technological advancements that have helped shape the musical properties.  
To look at Filminimalism through a musical lens, I will analyse the specific musical 
properties of the film scores that I believe appropriately utilise Filminimal techniques, and 
then compare these properties and techniques to that of Minimalism and Postminimalism. I 
will discuss why Filminimalism can best be defined as a practice rather than an era, style, 
or genre, and what each of those labels would mean. I will also be looking at how different 
films emphasise different Filminimal properties to convey different meanings, providing a 
detailed list of films in which this music is prominently heard and producing a spectrum 
upon which film scores will fall in specific locations.  
Lastly, I will use two theoretical perspectives to frame my arguments about how 
Filminimal Music communicates; this will take up the bulk of my thesis. First, however, I 
would like to note that I will focus specifically on how Filminimalism communicates 
emotional signification. Music performs multiple tasks when accompanying a film. It can 
have ‘temporal, spatial, dramatic, structural, denotative, and connotative functions in film’, 
according to Claudia Gorbman (1987, 22). Composer Aaron Copland (2004, 107) writes that 
music serves the screen in five ways:  
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(1) creating a more convincing atmosphere of time and place, (2) underlying 
psychological refinements – the unspoken thoughts of a character or the unseen 
implications of a situation, (3) serving as a kind of neutral background filler, (4) 
building a sense of continuity, [and] (5) underpinning the theatrical build-up of a scene, 
and rounding it off with a sense of finality. 
 
As Filminimalism is first and foremost film music that is subservient to the filmic 
narrative, it performs all of these roles, and serves the screen in all of these ways. It 
provides narrative structure through leitmotifs and continuity over edits and montage 
sequences, it ‘eases the spectator’s passage into subjectivity’ (Gorbman, 1987, 69), and it 
often opens and closes a film by playing over the beginning and end credits, just as all other 
film music does. This thesis, while it mentions these functions throughout, is not primarily 
concerned with them. Where Filminimalism differs from other practices is the way in which 
it communicates emotional significance, what Gorbman refers to as ‘connotative’ functions 
and Copland calls ‘underlying psychological refinements’. Therefore, emotional meaning is 
what this thesis will focus on, and this is what the two theoretical perspectives mentioned 
below will be used to analyse. Recognising that narrative and emotional meaning are often 
intertwined, narrative significance in the music will be mentioned where it is necessary, 
but will be purposely eschewed otherwise. 
 
Theoretical Frameworks 
 
One of the ways that Filminimalism communicates emotional meaning is via emotional 
induction,7 which is when the music subconsciously forces the filmgoer to feel a certain 
emotion. I will analyse this induced emotional signification through the theoretical 
 
7 There is extensive debate about the ability of music to induce or express emotions. Scholars such as Peter Kivy 
(1990) and Vladimir Konečni (2008) believe that music can only express emotion, and Logeswaren and Battacharya 
(2009), Gabrielsson (2001), and Boltz (2004), among others, believe music can induce emotion in listeners. This 
thesis will proceed with the position that film music can and does induce emotion. 
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perspective of embodied cognition, specifically the theory of Embodied Simulation put forth 
by Gallese (quoted in Ward, 2015, 155) and the affect that accompanies ‘Feeling of Body’ 
(ibid.). Embodied cognition is a research paradigm in psychology that explores the concept 
of the body’s influence on the mind. An idea central to its foundation is that ‘all human 
meaning, abstract conceptual thinking and imagination have basis in our sensory-motor 
interactions with the world (The Meaning 11-14)’ (ibid.). Within this paradigm, Embodied 
Simulation is the theory that humans can simulate the emotions and bodily sensations of 
others and, thus, can connect, empathise, and identify with them, ‘as if he or she were 
performing a similar action or experiencing a similar emotion or sensation’ (ibid., 168). This 
leads to Gallese and Wojciehowski’s concept of ‘Feeling of Body’ – ‘a simulation of what it 
feels like to be a body other than your own’ (ibid., 184). 
I posit that Filminimal music can facilitate this connection between audience 
members experiencing a film and the characters within that film, and even cause the 
former to ‘feel into’ the bodies of the latter, simulating the characters’ emotions within 
themselves. Filminimalist scores, such as the ones examined in chapter four, are capable of 
‘directly manipulat[ing] nonconscious affective processes in the creation of embodied 
meaning’ (ibid., 185), conveying signification not through associative dimensions – the 
‘conventions’ of Golden Era Hollywood mentioned above, or Gorbman’s (1987, 2) ‘cinematic 
musical codes’ that rely on specific cultural and cinematic factors – but directly with 
audiences through their bodily senses and processes. Using the BRECVEMA method of 
underlying mechanisms put forth by Juslin and Västfjäll (2008) and Juslin (2013), which 
details eight mechanisms through which music can auditorily induce emotion (Ward, 2015, 
173), I will demonstrate how Filminimal properties in the scores of Johann Johannsson 
15 
 
induce emotion in the filmgoer through Embodied Simulation.8 I will also introduce the 
concept of Involuntary Participation, with which I propose that, due to Embodied 
Simulation and the audience ‘feeling into’ the bodies of the filmic characters, the filmgoers 
are compelled to experience the emotions of those characters without their consent or their 
conscious knowledge. 
The above theory is one lens through which scholars can analyse film music. While 
not disregarding the visual aspect of the audiovisual film experience, this lens, nonetheless, 
places more emphasis on the audiotrack and the score, and particularly the relationship 
between the score and the filmgoer. This next theory studies Filminimalism through the 
lens of its ‘interrelations between music and the rest of the film’s system’ (Gorbman, 1987, 
12), and it is this interplay that affects the audience.  
As Gorbman (1987, 15) points out, ‘narrative/music relationships’ have been ‘limited 
largely to the concepts of parallelism and counterpoint. Either the music “resembles” or it 
“contradicts” the action or mood of what happens on the screen’. She prefers the term 
‘mutual implication’ (ibid.), something akin to the ‘added value’ idea of Michel Chion (1994, 
5) – that sound and image form something greater than the sum of their parts when they 
are combined. Any addition of music to a visual image or scene will have some sort of effect, 
whether that be narrative, psychological, atmospheric, etc., or a combination of some or all 
of the above. Nicholas Cook (1998, 22) writes in Analysing Musical Multimedia that music 
is expressive of more connotative qualities and images or words are more denotative – in 
other words, the imagetrack of a film deals primarily with the specific and the objective, 
whereas the score deals primarily with subjective responses such as values, emotions, and 
 
8 For this section, I will be using the film music of Johann Johannsson as my case study, and specifically his music 
for the films Sicario (2015) and Arrival (2016). Any references to the films, and even clips that will accompany this 
thesis as appendices, are not suitable replacements for viewing the films in their entirety. 
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attitudes. However, what if the subjective musical response to a scene or character is 
different than what the filmgoer expects it to be? What if the value, emotion, or attitude of 
the score is incongruent with that of the audience? 
This can happen in two ways. The first is when the music does not portray any 
emotion at all, but acts with ‘conspicuous indifference to the situation, by progressing in a 
steady, undaunted, and ineluctable manner’ (Chion, 1994, 8). This stems from Chion’s 
(2009, 467) concept of Anempathy:  
The effect of a diegetic music cue’s (or sound’s) ostensible indifference to the pathetic 
or tragic quality of the scene in which it occurs. Examples include player pianos, 
insouciant waltzes, light music, music played on a record player or tape recorder, street 
singing, the rhythmic noise of an electric fan or a mill, or the regular rhythm of waves 
– heard during a scene of murder, rape, torture, or other grave and terrible action. 
What all anempathetic music and sounds have in common is that they’re present 
before the dramatic event occurs, and they continue during and afterward without 
being affected by it, as if nothing has happened (his emphasis). 
 
Music can also communicate an emotion dissimilar to the emotion of the characters or scene 
which it accompanies. This is somewhat related to the idea of ‘counterpoint’, but in this case 
the music is not necessarily contradicting the imagetrack, just responding empathetically to 
an atypical component of it. It is also distinct from anempathy, as that deals specifically 
with a lack of any emotional response at all, whereas this case does not. I have therefore 
termed this specific instance Mis-empathy, and it is this type of musical response that I will 
use as the basis of my second theoretical framework. 
The prefix mis- is used in this case not to mean something that is incorrect, such as 
in ‘mistake’ or ‘misunderstanding’, but rather to mean bad or suspicious, such as with the 
terms ‘mislead’ or ‘mistrust’. In this sense it is closely related to the prefix miso-, which 
comes from the Greek root for ‘hatred’. Thus, misempathy is a negative form of empathy; it 
is what occurs when a film score responds empathetically to a negative or antagonistic 
aspect of a film or scene. Rather than responding with ‘ostensible indifference’, as 
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anempathy requires, misempathetic music communicates the emotion of a character, 
setting, theme, or idea with which common sense dictates the audience would want to 
neither connect nor empathise. It is through this lens that I will analyse the film scores of 
Trent Reznor and Atticus Ross in chapter five. 
To do so I will utilise David Ireland’s concept of Incongruence, defined as ‘the 
identification of a lack of shared properties in an audiovisual relationship’ (Ireland, 2017, 
21). To Ireland (2015, 48), as well as to Chion, the filmgoer constructs filmic meaning not 
from the individual audio and visual components in a film, but rather their relationship, 
especially if that relationship is contradictory: ‘different sensory and semantic information 
provided by the auditory and visual components of a filmic moment can influence the 
construction and interpretation of meaning’. I will use Annabel Cohen’s Congruence-
Association Model (2013),9 henceforth referred to as CAM, to facilitate the analysis of 
incongruity in certain film scores and make the claim that Filminimalist music in these 
contexts acts misempathetically to the protagonists and narrative focus of the imagetrack it 
is accompanying. I am using the term incongruity rather than counterpoint to illustrate the 
fact that the music and the image ‘contradicting’ each other does not necessitate the 
primacy of the image, and in fact could point to the music playing an even greater role in 
the shaping of the narrative and how audiences interpret the image than Gorbman’s 
concept of ‘mutual implication’ suggests. The disparity between the emotional demand 
invoked by the images and the emotional response given by the music then creates a 
cognitive dissonance, and consequently an emotional response, in the viewer. 
The arrangement of the research questions subsequently informs the structure of 
the entire thesis. After this current chapter, the rest of which consists of the state of the 
 
9 See Appendix I for a picture of the model. 
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relevant discourse and introduces my methodology, the questions progress in order. 
Chapter two will review the cultural and historical information provided by scholars such 
as Hexel, Eaton, Potter, Cooke, Katherine Spring, and others, as well as provide any 
additional historical and cultural information necessary to understand the ‘circumstances 
of production’ (Lehman, 2018, 18) of Filminimalism as a distinct film music practice. 
Chapter three begins with a brief discussion on the importance and differentiation of the 
terms era, genre, style, and practice, and then examines what it would look like to interpret 
Filminimalism in each distinct way, focusing particularly on the musical characteristics 
and techniques that determine the ‘customs and associations’ (ibid.) that, again, establish 
Filminimalism as a distinct film music practice.  
Chapters four and five each take a particular theoretical perspective – Embodied 
Cognition in chapter four and Misempathy through Incongruence in chapter five – and 
analyses a specific composer’s work through those two lenses. Chapter four will examine 
two films with music written by Johann Johannsson, Sicario and Arrival (dir. Denis 
Villeneuve, 2015 and 2016, respectively), and five will close read three films with music 
written by Trent Reznor and Atticus Ross, The Social Network, The Girl with the Dragon 
Tattoo, and Gone Girl (dir. David Fincher, 2010, 2011, and 2014, respectively). The textual 
analysis of each film score consists of two parts: first, a description of how the music 
exhibits Filminimalist properties; second, a close reading of those properties in a specific 
cue (or cues) through the theoretical framework of the chapter. In chapter six, I will analyse 
the works of Mica Levi through both lenses, using embodied cognition to examine the film 
Jackie (dir. Pablo Larraín, 2016) and using incongruity and the CAM to examine the film 
Under the Skin (dir. Jonathan Glazer, 2014). This is all followed by a conclusion and 
discourse for further research in chapter seven. 
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1.5: Examination of Literature and Discourse 
 
As I have previously mentioned, the term ‘contemporary’ is used differently in an academic 
context than that of a layperson. Rather than adhere to the dictionary definition of the 
word, which is concerned with the immediate present and events happening currently, most 
scholars use contemporaneity as a term to describe anywhere from the past decade to fifty 
years ago. Hexel, writing in 2014, delineates film scores as contemporary if they were 
released with films from 1980 to 2009. Rebecca Eaton, writing in 2008, considers 
contemporary films again from the mid-1980s to the mid-2000s. Mark Ward, in his 2015 
chapter “Art in Noise”, references films mainly from the 1990s and 2000s, the most recent 
ones being The Social Network, Inception, and Tron: Legacy, all from 2010. I am fully aware 
of the time it takes to research, write, and publish material; in my own thesis, the most up-
to-date film I will be referencing is Jackie, which is likely to be at least three years old by 
the time this thesis is published and read by others, the same time between the film Proof 
(dir. John Madden, 2005) and the publication of Eaton’s thesis containing an analysis of the 
film.  
However, there is certainly a dearth of academic writing that use films released in 
the 2010s as references or case studies. Just as the beginning of the revival of film music 
literature proposed new ways of thinking, but referenced dated films to explore their 
arguments,10 so, too, do contemporary journal articles and theses. Ben Winters writes on 
new theories of how to conceptualise film music and its relationship to narrative in 2010 
and 2012, yet in both of these times relates this new concept to films that are less than 
contemporary, Saving Private Ryan (dir. Steven Spielberg, 1998) and The Best Years of Our 
Lives (dir. William Wyler, 1946). Ward and Juan Chattah, whom I will be referencing in my 
 
10 See Gorbman, Kalinak, Donnelly et al., and Davison, among others. 
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section on Embodied Simulation, both have chapters in a 2015 book, yet the most recent 
films referenced in more than a passing manner are In the Cut (dir. Jane Campion, 2003) 
and An Education (dir. Lone Scherfig, 2009). For the second theoretical model, that of 
misempathy and incongruency, the most recent films referenced by Ireland, Cohen, and 
Stan Link, the authors I will be quoting, are, respectively, Layer Cake (dir. Matthew 
Vaughn, 2004), Babel (dir. Alejandro González Iñárritu, 2006), and Natural Born Killers 
(dir. Oliver Stone, 1994). In short, I am not disparaging the scholars mentioned above, but 
merely pointing out that the films I am researching, and the music style that accompanies 
them, have developed so recently that I am the first to write about them. The genre of 
Filminimalism, although it has roots in practices that can be traced back decades, has only 
recently developed a repertoire with which to study, a repertoire that I will be the first to 
catalogue and develop theories about for future scholars to use as a foundation when 
looking back in retrospect on this current decade.  
 Due to this new repertoire, I will be appropriating existing theoretical models and 
frameworks in ways they have never been used before. With regard to Embodied 
Simulation and ‘Feeling of Body’, Gallese and Wojciehowski elucidated them as concepts 
originally to study literature, and established what they labelled ‘embodied narratology’ 
(Ward, 2015, 167). Ward then expands this framework to encompass the realm of film, and 
specifically the nonmusical sound design in film: ‘this chapter argues for the primacy of 
affect, driven by embodied processes, in the functional architecture and meaning-making 
capacities of cinematic media in general and sound design in particular’ (ibid., 156, my 
emphasis). My research then takes this concept one step further, implementing the 
Embodied Cognition framework as a lens through which to observe music in film, as 
distinct from dialogue and sound design. 
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I have also provided a new context in which to use the second theoretical framework 
proposed above: that of misempathy and incongruence. Firstly, and most noticeably, 
misempathy is a new term created for this thesis. It is derived from Chion’s concept of 
anempathy, which was conceived to delineate diegetic sounds and music that specifically 
appeared indifferent to the narrative unfolding around them.11 Misempathy brings this idea 
further in a few ways. One, it deals primarily with nondiegetic music in this thesis, and 
could be used to describe both diegetic and nondiegetic music in future literature; two, it 
establishes a third option to the empathetic-anempathetic dyad, allowing for more nuanced 
discussion on how film music can act empathetically to certain aspects of a filmic narrative 
and antagonistically to others. 
 Another concept original to this thesis is linking misempathy to incongruity, and 
from incongruity to the CAM. Since misempathy is a term created for this thesis, this is to 
be expected, yet no one has even linked anempathy to incongruity and the CAM before. 
David Ireland comes the closest: in his chapter subtitled “The Role of the Incongruent 
Soundtrack in the Representation of the Cinematic Criminal” in the book Constructing 
Crime (2012, 110), he writes about anempathetic music in the context of it representing a 
deviant character on screen: ‘ideas of anempathy and the violation of expectations re-
emphasise questions about societal attitudes towards the value and function of music’. He 
even directly conflates the two concepts – ‘this approach towards anempathy has many 
similarities to the present conceptualisation of incongruence’ (ibid., 109-10). He also briefly 
mentions in a footnote of his book Identifying and Interpreting Incongruent Film Music 
 
11 This thesis presupposes the ‘traditional’ concept of diegetic and nondiegetic, in that diegetic music and sound 
‘issue from a source within the narrative’ (Gorbman, 1987, 21), while nondiegetic music does not. While this 
definition is antiquated and has been disputed by many, including Royal S. Brown (1994), Ben Winters (2010, 
2012), and Guido Heldt (2013), among others, it nonetheless serves the purposes of this thesis. 
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(2018, 54) that ‘anempathy is often associated with incongruence’. However, he falls short 
on two accounts. Firstly, his idea of anempathetic music is again limited to diegetic cues – 
e.g. the Bach cue used in Silence of the Lambs (dir. Jonathan Demme, 1996), the “Stuck in 
the Middle with You” cue in Reservoir Dogs (dir. Quentin Tarantino, 1992) – and secondly, 
he posits that the term anempathy is misused and could lead to the wrong interpretation of 
a film and the role of its score. To him (2012, 109), ‘the term anempathy carries problematic 
connotations, as the idea of indifference can imply an apathy and impartiality that are not 
necessarily present. This is somewhat misleading given that the music can actively 
influence the narrative or interpretation of it’. While I agree with his conclusions, he doesn’t 
take any steps to then identify a concept that can explain how nondiegetic music can 
actively influence and interpret narrative while simultaneously remaining impartial and 
apathetic, or even hostile, to said narrative and the characters within it, as I have with 
misempathy. 
Both Ireland in his other papers, as well as Stan Link in his article “Sympathy with 
the Devil?” (2004), make no further mention of a link between incongruity and anempathy, 
and especially not a link between the CAM and anempathy, and therefore misempathy, as I 
have. Ireland briefly mentions the CAM in his article “Deconstructing Incongruence” (2015) 
as a part of his larger literature review, but never seeks to apply its model to an 
incongruent music-film relationship. In fact, nowhere in Ireland’s, Link’s, or Cohen’s work 
is the CAM applied to music that can be considered incongruent, let alone anempathetic or 
misempathetic. It is that connection, linking the CAM to misempathy via incongruity (CAM 
←→ Incongruity ←→ Misempathy), that is another original contribution by this thesis. 
Overall, whilst I am not providing a novel theoretical model or framework with which to 
analyse film music, I have both originated a new concept for describing how certain film 
music conveys emotional meaning and taken existing models and frameworks and used 
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them in new ways to analyse music that has previously gone unnoticed. The concept of 
primary and secondary parameters, for example, has been around at least since Meyer 
defined it in 1989. However, exploring film music through the lens that secondary 
parameters can be emphasised over primary ones, and can govern the syntax of a piece of 
music, is an idea that has not been utilised before now.  
 
1.6: Methods 
 
There were multiple challenges in finding an appropriate method for analyzing the films in 
this thesis. First, I had to decide whether to use textual analysis, or opt for a more 
quantifiable analysis using statistically-collected quantitative data. The latter would 
certainly carry more weight, and would be more easily replicated in the future, but it would 
also involve surveying a large number of people and deriving conclusions from their 
responses. In the context of my actual research, however, statistical quantitative research 
seems reductive and takes away any nuance I can provide through my own analysis. Gerald 
Sim (2013, 310) puts it this way: ‘Scientific method relies on a doctrine of precision and 
empiricism, requirements that can be incongruent with artistic expression’. Bernard 
Langkjaer (2015, 42) agrees,12 stating that ‘empirical methods reduce complexity in order to 
say that this X or that Y is significant for a certain predicted outcome’. However, while my 
thesis may be too contingent upon artistic expression and ‘complexity in initial intuitions’ 
(Sim, 2013, 311) to use statistical quantitative research, I have based my hypotheses on the 
observation that film music in recent years has become simplified, digitalised, and overall 
more minimal, demonstrated by the survey research done by Vasco Hexel in his 
 
12 Langkjaer disagrees with Sim on other points, but he agrees on this one. 
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dissertation.13 In this sense, quantitative data acts as a secondary source of evidence and 
observation to help inform my research.  
 With regards to observation- and evidence-based research, textual analysis is a more 
viable option for this type of thesis than statistical data collection, and is the option I have 
chosen. Langkjaer (2015, 36) defines textual analysis for film music as such: ‘[it] is often 
concerned with the more or less unique way something is expressed by a particular 
filmmaker or composer in a specific medium and within a certain context. In addition, film 
and music scholars attend to a series of details that make a qualitative difference and 
interpret their intra- and cross-media interactions’. Alan McKee (2003, 1) writes ‘when we 
perform textual analysis on a text, we make an educated guess at some of the most likely 
interpretations that might be made of that text. We interpret texts in order to try and 
obtain a sense of the ways in which, in particular culture at particular times, people make 
sense of the world around them’. Looking at both of these definitions, textual analysis deals 
with both the input of a text into the world (e.g. a director creating a film and a production 
company distributing it for mass consumption) and the experienced output of that text (e.g. 
an audience member’s interpretation of that film). Neither is inherently more valuable, and 
they oftentimes overlap.14 Without direct input from the composers themselves, however, it 
is hard to tell exactly what their intentions were upon input of their music; therefore, this 
thesis draws mainly from my own interpretations of the text.15 
 
13 Hexel conducted a survey of films from 1980-2010 and concluded that, on average, film music has become more 
electronic and textural, as opposed to the harmony- and melody-laden symphonic scores of the 1970s and earlier. 
See Appendix II for examples of his collated data. 
14 A notable example of these not overlapping would be the book Fahrenheit 451, in which most literary 
interpretations of it believe it to be a warning against censorship, but Ray Bradbury, the author, believes it was about 
how mass media marginalises literature. 
15 I have tried to contact all of the composers I am researching and none have been available for comment. However, 
as seen in the Sicario and Arrival sections, I do make use of publicly-available composer interviews and comments. 
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 This method is not without pitfalls, either. For one, as mentioned above, ‘it doesn’t 
produce quantitative knowledge (numbers) … And, second, this methodology isn’t “iterable” 
(repeatable)’ (McKee, 2003, 118). All that I will have at the end of my research will be my 
subjective view of the texts. However, my subjective view is not uninformed, nor 
underdeveloped, but rather is the result of education and research, and I believe it ‘can 
inspire hypotheses that can be tested empirically’ (Cohen, 2015, 7). Many books and 
dissertations have made well-crafted arguments based solely on textual analysis,16 though 
many of them have actual physical texts to use. For instance, Kalinak’s analysis of Erich 
Korngold’s music for Captain Blood (dir. Michael Curtiz, 1935) uses sheet music alongside 
stills from the movie to analyse the meaning of a specific note at a specific time.  
The films being analysed in this thesis do not have written copies of their music, nor 
any kind of physical representation, as this music ‘is neither conceived nor designed to be 
stored or distributed as notation, a large number of important parameters of musical 
expression being either difficult or impossible to encode in traditional notation’ (Tagg, 1982, 
41).17 Even contemporary textual analysis methods such as a cue sheet table with a column 
for music, timing, dialogue, narrative synopsis, etc. (see Appendix III for Mark Brownrigg’s 
table on Dances With Wolves [dir. Kevin Costner, 1990]) do not work in this situation, as 
oftentimes the meaning in Filminimal scores is encoded in what the music is not doing 
during a specific image or scene, or, perhaps more importantly, the music is so notationally 
simple that any attempt to notate it would diminish its value far more than a typical 
leitmotif-laden symphonic score. There is a sonic equivalent, in that film music nowadays is 
stored and distributed sonically in the form of soundtrack albums, and while those are 
 
16 Max Steiner’s Now, Voyager: A Film Score Guide by Kate Daubney is a good textbook-length example of this. 
17 Tagg here is talking specifically about Popular music, but the argument still stands. 
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useful in providing names for cues in the film (rather than referring to them as Cue no. 17, 
or “The Cue at 24:38”, or “The Cue When the Main Character is Crying After Her Father 
Dies”, etc.) as a way to keep track of them all, they provide no further value that cannot be 
better attained straight from the source of the film itself. 
Brownrigg’s table is an example of ‘vertical synchronous interaction’. Vertical 
interaction is used when addressing the ‘immediate perception of the simultaneous 
presence of two modalities’ (Langkjaer, 2015, 36): in this case, moving images and music. In 
contrast, the study of horizontal interaction addresses ‘the narrative implications of music 
across scenes and larger stretches of time’, and ‘how music influences attention patterns 
and narrative comprehension’ (ibid.). Put another way, ‘vertical interactions are harmonies, 
whereas horizontal interactions can be anything from a series of harmonic progressions to a 
whole piece of music’ (ibid.). That is not to say that the horizontal completely obviates the 
need for the vertical, as vertical interaction works very well for music that encodes its 
meaning in its primary parameters. Scholars like Kalinak and Brownrigg can make charts 
comparing music with specific plot points, or present sheet music alongside an image, 
because the music was written to be interpreted alongside that specific image or scene. Yet 
what would happen if the primary parameters of the music do not change over time? Or 
what if the music is purposely not conveying cinematic or musical meaning over a specific 
image or scene? How does one show, either pictorially or in writing, the textual analysis of 
Filminimal music and the films it accompanies? These are questions that will be answered 
for each set of films as they are analysed further. 
 Thus, textual analysis is my overall methodology, and the way I will conduct this 
analysis is through the models and frameworks I have outlined in the previous section, that 
of the BRECVEMA method to analyse Embodied Simulation in specific works of Johann 
Johannsson, and the CAM method to analyse misempathy and incongruence in the 
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relationship between the visual narrative and the music in films scored by Trent Reznor 
and Atticus Ross. Before continuing however, it would be helpful to understand the 
difference between the two terms framework and model. For the purposes of this thesis, I 
will be using Cohen’s definitions for the terms, which she provides in her 2013 chapter 
“Congruence-Association Model of Music and Multimedia”. She (2013, 19) defines a 
framework as ‘a way of looking at a problem or a set of data’. Of the two stated terms, 
framework ‘implies the least assumptions’ and is therefore the most flexible, but also the 
least specialised. Another word for framework is lens, which I use frequently throughout 
this thesis, describing how one looks through it and how it provides a specific viewpoint of 
the problem, forcing one to perceive it in a specific way.  
One step above the framework is the model, which ‘suggests the creation of a 
tangible representation of a complex process … the notion is that if you can build 
something, you can understand how it works’. A model can ‘lead to testable hypotheses, 
with which data can be considered to be consistent or not’ (ibid.). In the context of this 
thesis, I will be using the concepts of embodied cognition on one hand and misempathy on 
the other as the two frameworks through which I will view the close readings. Although all 
seven close readings conducted in this thesis are of films accompanied by music with 
emergent Filminimal properties, these two vastly different frameworks allow me to 
demonstrate to the reader how one style of music can be used to create and communicate 
emotional meaning in two vastly different ways. The BRECVEMA method and the CAM 
are the two models through which I will analyse the music and test how compatible it is 
with the frameworks I have used to observe it. By using the models above to test the music 
of these films through the lens of the frameworks above, I can then develop theories, or 
‘make precise predictions from initial premises’ (ibid.), that can then be applied to 
additional present or future films, aiding further academic study. 
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Chapter Two: Historical and Cultural Context 
 
 
 
2.1: Filminimalism – Definitions and Origin 
 
As stated in the introduction, the definition of Filminimalism is: “a contemporary subgenre 
of film score that exhibits postminimalist technique and style and emphasises secondary 
musical parameters over primary”. Working with this definition, one can collate a corpus of 
films into a quasi-genre defined solely by characteristics of their musical score.1 Yet this is 
insufficient for this thesis, which examines this music in much finer detail and needs to 
provide a firm definitional foundation upon which one can expand. In other words, I will 
define what specifically is meant by the vernacular used in the definition above, as different 
scholars have used these terms to different effect in previous literature, and each term 
carries with it inherent connotations that may or may not be useful for this specific thesis.  
The term Filminimalism is an amalgamation of the words Film and Minimalism. 
The ‘Film’ part is self-evident: this thesis studies music that has been composed specifically 
to accompany a film, particularly a widely-released narrative film. All of the films 
mentioned in this thesis have been released by significant production studios (rather than 
by an independent artist) to general audiences across the globe, feature well-known actors 
and actresses, and hold significant budgets.2 Also, film music, for the purposes of this 
thesis, is always nondiegetic. Nondiegetic music is ‘music perceived to be coming from a 
space and a source outside of the space-time depicted onscreen’ (Chion, 2009, 483). 
Additionally, the music of this thesis is all original work, composed specifically for the film 
 
1 See section 3.3. 
2 Of the films featured in this thesis, the one with the lowest budget is Jackie (2016, Pablo Larraín) at $9 Million. 
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it accompanies and first released to the general public either with the film or with the film’s 
soundtrack. There are two pieces from the soundtrack to The Social Network that could 
potentially be argued as unoriginal – “A Familiar Taste” and “Magnetic”, as they are 
reworked from the tracks “35 Ghosts IV” and “14 Ghosts II”, respectively. However, as 
these tracks were also written by Trent Reznor and Atticus Ross, the composers of the film, 
and the former do not exactly copy the latter, I consider them originals for the purposes of 
this thesis. Thus, I have established the criteria of what constitutes the ‘film’ music element 
of Filminimalism: original music that is written for a widely-released narrative film and 
does not emanate from a source within the diegesis created by that narrative.  
The ‘Minimalism’ component, however, is less self-evident. Those whose music is 
most often considered minimalist (e.g. Steve Reich, La Monte Young, Terry Riley, and 
Philip Glass, among others) have shown disdain for the label,3 with Reich calling it “more 
pejorative than descriptive”,4 and Glass more passionately asserting “I think the word 
[minimal] should be stamped out!”5 The term itself is quite nebulous and can communicate 
different meanings to different people. Pieces of music that sound drastically different fall 
under its umbrella. For example, the music of La Monte Young, whose Trio for Strings 
(1958) is generally considered one of the first works of Minimalism, is sparse, slow, and has 
a low event density, whereas some of the most popular works of Philip Glass are notable for 
their high event density, use of unending ostinatos, and frenetic tempo (Potter, 2002). Some 
scholars are most interested in the compositional approach to Minimalism, particularly ‘the 
replacement of the work-as-object by the work-as-process’ (Mertens, 1983, 95). In this 
 
3 See Mertens, 1983, 11-13, and Bernard, 2003, 112-114. 
4 This is from an interview in Talking Music, Duckworth, 1999, 293; quoted in Bernard, 2003, 112. 
5 Tim Page, "Dialogue with Philip Glass and Steve Reich" [1980], in Writings on ed. Richard Kostelanetz [Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 1999], 46-50; quoted in Bernard, 2003, 131 (footnote no. 1). 
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sense, Minimalism ‘represents a new way of listening to music, concentrating on the 
process itself’ (Johnson, 1994, 744) – the creators and consumers of the music are hearing, 
within the piece, the process used to create it. 
Another quality some scholars attribute as being intrinsic and necessary to the term 
Minimalism is a minimisation of important musical features, such as limiting the number 
of instruments playing a piece, condensing pitch structure (i.e., playing an entire piece with 
one or two chords or a small number of diatonic pitches, such as Reich’s Four Organs or 
Glass’s Music in Fifths), and restricting harmonic and rhythmic complexity. However, other 
features, such as the length of a piece, are the opposite of minimal, with works of Glass and 
Riley, among others, lasting for hours. Moreover, one can trace an increase in rhythmic and 
harmonic complexity as the careers of Glass, Reich, and Riley have developed, eventually 
producing music that is ‘minimal’ in name only. Mertens (1983, 12) even goes so far as to 
write, in his book titled American Minimal Music, that ‘the term minimal music is only 
partially satisfactory as a label’. 
 A third attribute one thinks of when regarding Minimalism is that it does not seek 
to produce emotion in the audience listening to it, nor is it used as an outward 
representation of inner emotion, both of which have traditionally been a significant function 
of music. Mertens (1983, 88) states Minimalism ‘is non-representational and is no longer a 
medium for the expression of subjective feelings’. Cooke (2008, 478) mentions that ‘the 
mechanical nature of such repetition [in minimal music] … could readily foster emotional 
neutrality and distanciation [sic]’, and conflates Minimalism with ‘other emotionally 
detached styles’ (ibid., 491). 
 Lastly, and most significantly, the term Minimalism brings to mind a high degree of 
repetition. Whether that be of short, motivic cells, or longer structures such as chord 
progressions or even full sections, repetition is essentially synonymous with Minimalism in 
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many scholars’ minds. It is the primary musical feature used to distinguish Minimalism 
from other musical forms and is often the first way one would describe the style. Cooke 
(2008, 478) describes Minimalism as ‘a compositional idiom based on the extended 
repetition of simple motivic patterns’; Mertens’ (1983, 11) first sentence in his book’s 
opening chapter mentions ‘the designation American Minimal Music or “Repetitive Music”’, 
implying the two terms are synonymous; Potter (2002, 16) considers repetition to be ‘the 
crucial ingredient’ in minimalist music; Eaton (2008, 23) states ‘repetition and a steady 
pulse [tend] to be the most salient’ of Minimalism’s characteristics.  
 Thus, just as the term film music carries with it a host of inherencies, so does the 
term Minimalism. Depending on the context, it can mean the practice of music that arose in 
the 1960s from the four aforementioned composers; it can mean a drastic reduction in 
instrumentation or harmonic flexibility; it can be used to describe music that is non-
narrative and focuses on the process of its own creation, or music that is emotionally 
detached and non-representational, or simply music that repeats. Although the definition of 
Filminimalism, and this thesis as a whole, focuses more on Postminimalism and its 
technique and style, it is helpful to know what Minimalism can mean, and has meant, to 
other scholars previously. 
 I have just detailed the connotations of the terms ‘film’ and ‘Minimalism’, in order to 
provide the reader with a fuller understanding of how I am approaching each term. 
However, as already mentioned in the introduction, this thesis is not concerned with the 
use of minimalist music in film scoring. Rebecca Eaton, in her thesis Unheard 
Minimalisms: The Functions of Minimalist Techniques in Film Scores, covers this topic 
thoroughly, and anything I can say would be covering well-trodden ground. Of the 
similarities shared between Filminimalism and Minimalism-in-film, the vast majority deal 
with the musical properties of the two, as will be discussed in chapter three. Filminimalism 
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uses a significant amount of drone notes and repeated phrases, static and diatonic 
harmonies, limited materials and instrumentation, etc. However, there are significant 
differences between them. Whereas Minimalism is focused on the work-as-process, 
Filminimalism is not concerned with the audience hearing or understanding the process as 
it happens. Minimal music makes the process ‘both much more clearly audible and, at the 
same time, more quantifiable for the listener’ (Bernard, 2003, 115), while creators of 
Filminimal music are only concerned with the end product, and the creative process of the 
music is meant to be invisible and unnoticed. Filminimalism, due to its function as film 
music, also has narrative properties that minimalism eschews. Lastly, minimal music is 
primarily continuous in form, creating hour-long pieces without breaks, whereas 
Filminimalism, by its nature as a complementing art form, is often broken into disjointed 
segments.  
I have also taken a different approach in this thesis than Eaton uses in hers. We 
both start with a specific subgenre of film music and detail its historical and cultural 
context, analyse its musical syntax, and give examples of how it functions within films. 
However, we differ drastically in our theoretical frameworks through which we construct 
our arguments of how music function within films. Eaton takes a straightforward approach, 
analyzing Minimalism in the way that Kalinak and Gorbman analysed Classical Hollywood 
film scores. She lists Gorbman’s seven principles of film music and explains how they relate 
to both Romantic film music and Minimalism (see sections 1.4 and 1.5, subtitled “Classical 
Hollywood Film Scoring Practice” and “Minimalism and the Model of the Classical 
Hollywood Film score”, respectively; pps. 26-41). She continues this traditional way of 
examining the intersection of film and music, through the restrictive lens of multimedia. 
She draws on Cook’s theory of ‘enabling similarity’ to decode meaning that develops when 
the two media of music and film interact. The attributes of the music transfer onto the 
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image, and Eaton then examines the narrative and filmic elements that have ‘similarit[ies]’ 
to the musical elements and draws meaning from their combinations, an approach I find to 
be over-simplified and quickly becoming outdated. In addition to expanding my musical 
foundation to include Postminimalism, I expand my theoretical frameworks to include 
cognitive psychology, specifically, the subsection of embodied cognition and the idea that 
the audience can feel the emotions of the characters on screen through a subconscious 
embodiment of the music. Although I use the interaction of multimedia as a primary 
framework, I do not look at ‘enabling similarities’ between the two but rather the 
incongruity produced by that interaction.  
 Why, then, have I incorporated the term Minimalism into this thesis at all? As has 
been established, this research does not deal directly with Minimalism (or even 
Postminimalism) in film, and the term carries with it quite a lot of baggage and many 
different connotations that have required careful explanation, and even those who 
composed music in the genre disliked the name. The main reason is because, although the 
music of focus in this thesis is not Minimalism, it is close enough to fall under its umbrella. 
Even if the relationship between Filminimalism and minimalist music is a rather 
superficial one that is established almost solely through musical similarities, the latter is 
still the closest relative of the former – close enough for it to function as a namesake. 
Another reason is practical: I simply could not think of anything else to name this new 
genre of music. I wanted it to be a new word, one that was catchy and simple enough to find 
a place in standard academic vernacular, much like Gorbman’s terms diegetic and 
nondiegetic or Michel Chion’s notion of synchresis. Minimalism in film was already a well-
worn topic, and I could not have added another prefix to Postminimalism, so I substituted 
film- as a prefix instead of post-, concatenated the terms, and thus coined Filminimalism.  
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2.2: Historical and Cultural Context 
 
No work of art is created in a vacuum. It is impossible for the historical and cultural milieu 
in which an artist resides to have no bearing on his or her art. After just detailing the term 
Filminimalism, this section will now provide insight into the environment in which it was, 
and is, created – the ‘circumstances of production’ (Lehman, 2018, 18) that standardised the 
‘practice’ of Filminimalist music. Hearkening back to the research questions posed in the 
introductory chapter, this section will answer the first two:  
1. How and why did Filminimalist music come about, historically? Is it a logical 
progression from earlier film music practices, or does it diverge from/react to its 
predecessors?  
2. What are the influences of Filminimalism, culturally? Is it a product of 
contemporary technology and/or culture? 
 
These two questions are closely linked, and hence can be discussed in the same section. 
Providing a thorough history of an art form involves taking into consideration certain 
practitioners and works of art, as well as changes in technology and business and 
ideologies, all of which are important aspects of culture. Furthermore, to properly discuss 
contemporary culture, one must place it in the context of what came before.  
Cooke (2008, xv) states the aim of his historical account of film music is to  
provide a straightforward introduction to the development of film-music techniques in 
a selection of Anglophone and non-Anglophone cinemas, with emphases placed on the 
practical roles of composers, musicians, music directors and supervisors, their 
changing working conditions, cultural contexts and creative aspirations, and the 
various ways in which their work has been received. 
 
While Cooke, as emphasised in this quote, and others like Wierzbicki (2009) and Lack 
(1997), provide a comprehensive history of film music, others focus on viewing that history 
primarily through a more specific lens, whether that be changes in technology,6 
 
6 See Hearing the Movies, Buhler & Neumeyer; Film, A Sound Art, Chion; On the Track, Karlin & Wright, among 
others. 
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developments in business practices and working conditions,7 or theoretical interpretations.8 
For example, Cooke’s quote above covers much more ground than the aim of James Buhler 
and David Neumeyer in Hearing the Movies (2010, xv), which provides ‘a general 
framework of technological history in which to position individual films and practices’, or 
that of Jeff Smith, who in Sounds of Commerce (1998, 3) focuses on being ‘sensitive to film 
music’s commercial functions’. 
 A thread common to all recently written histories of film music, however, is that 
they avoid simply chronicling a list of music in film and the composers who wrote them. 
This style of historical documenting has multiple monikers, often dubbed the Great Man 
theory or ‘masterworks’ tradition, and follows the logic that to document the history of film 
or music means to document the highly influential artists or works of art from certain time 
periods. For example, instead of noting how the mass disillusionment in the American 
people after the Great Depression or the limited funding for films during World War II led 
to the themes and style of the Film Noir genre, the Great Man theory would focus primarily 
on directors of famous films Noir, such as Alfred Hitchcock, John Huston, Orson Welles, or 
Otto Preminger.9 Scholars are quick to note their distaste for such approaches – ‘Hearing 
the Movies is not intended primarily as a chronological film music or sound track 
“masterworks” history … we do not aim to promote a particular historical narrative that 
valorises certain repertories’ (Buhler & Neumeyer, 2010, xv) – fearing it will ‘devalue 
context and overvalue human agency … [instead] our understanding of film music is 
 
7 See The Sounds of Commerce, Smith; Understanding Contextual Agents, Hexel; Performing Rites, Frith, among 
others. 
8 See Unheard Melodies, Gorbman; Composing for the Films, Adorno & Eisler; Film Music: Critical Approaches, 
Donnelly, among others. 
9 Their most influential films in the Noir genre would be, respectively, Notorious (1946), The Maltese Falcon 
(1941), Touch of Evil (1958), and Laura (1944). 
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greatly enhanced by an awareness of the various economic, cultural, and technological 
factors that govern its production’ (Smith, 1998, 3). Thus, before delving into the heart of 
this thesis, which is the musical and theoretical analysis of Filminimalism, it is necessary 
to establish this practice in its proper historical and cultural context.  
As Filminimalism is interdisciplinary, it has many different cultural influences and 
historical predecessors. The most significant ones – those which will be touched upon in 
this section – are Minimalism and its transition to Postminimalism, changes in business 
practices in the film industry, shifting film demographics and marketing, and the 
digitisation of music creation and post-production. Each of these sections will be 
accompanied by particularly notable practitioners and example texts, as well as a review of 
literature that covers the topic more thoroughly.  
 
Minimalism and Postminimalism  
 
The earliest primary historical predecessor of the musical style of Filminimalism is 
Minimalism, also sometimes referred to as ‘repetitive music, acoustical art, and meditative 
music’ (Mertens, 1983, 11). Minimalism is in fact the biggest source of influence found in 
the music covered in this thesis; understanding Minimalism is key to understanding the 
Filminimalism. Minimalism first emerged as its own genre in the 1960s with ‘the music of 
the composers La Monte Young, Terry Riley, Steve Reich, and Philip Glass … the first 
[composers] to apply consistently the techniques of repetition and Minimalism in their 
works’ (ibid.).10 When it was first introduced, Minimalism in both music and the visual arts 
was seen as both a reaction to and an advancement of previous cultural-normative 
aesthetics. In the visual arts world, Minimalism was a reaction to the ‘exaltation of the 
 
10 However, the first minimalist work is credited to be La Monte Young’s Trio for Strings from 1958. 
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intuitive and the unpredictable as functions’ (Bernard, 1993, 91) of Abstract Expressionism 
– Jackson Pollock and the like – and an extension of the mechanical and industrialised 
nature of Modernism.11 In music, it represents an ‘American reaction to the serial models of 
modernism offered by European composers such as Pierre Boulez and Karlheinz 
Stockhausen’ (Potter, 2002, 10). While Minimalism does have ‘some of its roots in European 
modernist achievements’ (ibid., 11), such as the idea of a governing syntax and process 
through which music is created, it differed in nearly every other way: it used simple 
rhythms and regular pulses, stuck with tonal and modal harmonies rather than atonality, 
and sought to be more accessible to a mass audience than the serialist art-music of the time 
(Potter and Gann, 2016, 21). Minimalism was not Popular music either – one conservative 
music critic called it ‘merely a pop music for intellectuals’ (Potter, 2002, 10) – however, it 
was able to ‘secure for itself a firm place in the middle ground between consumers of art 
music and pop – a fertile soil subsequently cultivated by many modern-jazz, rock, and New 
Age instrumentalists in the 1980s and 1990s,12 both in the USA and in Europe’ (Cooke, 
2008, 478), and a space now shared by film composers as well.  
 A unique aspect of the culture surrounding Minimalism is that it is one of the few 
truly American musics.13 This is due in part to real-world conditions: ‘the low rents for large 
loft spaces available in downtown Manhattan in the 1960s and 1970s, for instance, and the 
(relatively) high technology that was beginning to become available, and affordable’ (Potter, 
2002, 19), were conditions which new composers found almost nowhere else in the world at 
the time. Other reasons were more indefinite. Steve Reich is quoted likening it to the 
 
11 See Minimal Art: A Critical Anthology, Battock, and Minimalism: Art and Polemics in the Sixties, Meyer. 
12 New Age as a genre is a bit of a catch-all umbrella under which many artists from disparate genres fall, from 
Postminimalism to Smooth Jazz to Celtic Music and even to Film Music. 
13 The main others being those derived from the African-American experience such as Blues, Jazz, Rock and Roll, 
and Hip-Hop. 
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average post-war, consumer-first mindset that characterised America in the 1950s and 
1960s: ‘Stockhausen, Berio, and Boulez were portraying in very honest terms what it was 
like to pick up the pieces after World War II. But for some American in 1948 or 1958 or 
1968 – in the real context of tailfins, Chuck Berry, and millions of burgers sold – to pretend 
that instead we’re really going to have the dark-brown Angst of Vienna is a lie, a musical 
lie’.14 Fink (2005, 119) then goes on to agree, and even take it one step further, stating 
‘[minimalism] carries a profound cultural truth in its very structure; it is the sound of 
millions of burgers being sold. Would you like fries with that?’ 
It is this cultivated culture of happiness-as-consumption that Fink dubs a ‘culture of 
repetition’ (ibid., 4). In this culture, Americans since the 1950s and 1960s (and, nowadays, 
the vast majority of the Western world) live ‘in this sense that we are constantly “repeating 
ourselves”, fashioning and regulating our lived selves through manifold experiences of 
repetition’ (ibid.). This is the mindset that Minimalism tapped into in the 1960s and the 
mindset that we as a society still hold today: of the ten highest-grossing films of 2017, all 
but two were part of an ongoing franchise,15 and of those two, one was based on a 
bestselling novel (It) and one was a live-action remake of a beloved animated film (Beauty 
and the Beast); the highest-grossing film not based on any pre-existing material was Get 
Out (dir. Jordan Peele) at no. 15.16 
 Minimalism as a musical genre has evolved and developed branches and successors, 
the primary being Postminimalism. Some historians and composers have gone so far as to 
 
14 Quoted in Fink, 2005, 118. 
15 From highest to lowest grossing: Star Wars: The Last Jedi, Wonder Woman, Jumanji: Welcome to the Jungle, 
Guardians of the Galaxy Vol. 2, Spider-Man: Homecoming, Thor: Ragnarök, Despicable Me 3, and Justice League. 
16 Technically, Coco (dir. Lee Unkrich, Adrian Molina) and Dunkirk (dir. Christopher Nolan) were original concept 
films and were the 13th and 14th highest-grossing films of 2017, respectively, but Coco is a Pixar product, which has 
its own brand and all films within it can be considered part of its franchise, and Dunkirk is based on true events. 
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state that Minimalism essentially died out and was replaced by Postminimalism by the 
mid- to late-1970s (Potter, 2002, 16). Reich and Glass, two of the four “Founding Fathers” of 
Minimalism, have shown disdain for the term and have even tried to distance themselves 
from it. Glass, in addition to the ‘stamped out’ comment mentioned above, says of his later 
(post-60s) music, “I don’t think Minimalism adequately describes it. I think it describes a 
very reductive, quasi repetitive style of the late sixties” (Duckworth, 1995, 342). Reich also 
believes his own music evolved away from it, asserting “[minimalism] becomes more 
pejorative than descriptive starting about 1973 with my Music for Mallet Instruments, 
Voices, and Organ’ and that certain later pieces of his are ‘only called Minimalism because I 
wrote it” (ibid., 293). The music of these artists, as well as that of later artists such as John 
Adams, Michael Nyman, Arvo Pärt, and Louis Andriessen, that came after the Minimalism 
period in the 1960s is appropriately termed *Post*Minimalism. However, as with 
Filminimalism, the fact that Postminimalism shares a name with Minimalism does not 
mean that they belong to the same subgenre. Both can be better thought of as their own 
genre of music, but one which has taken significant inspiration from minimalist music in 
the past. 
Postminimalism differs from its predecessor in multiple ways. Firstly, it has 
different musical priorities. Both Minimalism and Postminimalism use largely the same 
stylistic traits – continuous form, even rhythmic texture, simple harmonies, lack of 
extensive melodies, and repetition (Johnson, 1994, 748) – but these are merely ‘structural 
devices’ to the latter. Postminimalism uses them more as guidelines rather than strict 
imperatives – ‘it is one of the primary changes wrought by this new repertoire that it used 
[phase shifting and additive processes] in a more underlying, even occult manner’ (Gann, 
2013, 40). Postminimalist music was ‘conventionally classical in format but with harmonies, 
processes, and textures inspired by the more unconventional minimalist works that had 
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emerged’ (ibid.). Potter (2002, 16) writes that the most ‘significant [difference] of all’ is the 
‘arrival of a kind of harmonic motion’. Some of the more radical paradigms of Minimalism, 
such as evening-length performances, unconventional notation, work-as-process, and a lack 
of goal-oriented direction, were eschewed in favour of a return to the more palatable and 
mass-appeal format of a classical concert, but the simple diatonic harmonies and steady 
rhythms were kept, creating an amalgamation of the most accessible facets of the two 
musics. In other words, Postminimalism represented a ‘coming to terms with Minimalism 
according to a decidedly tonal slant: pulse and repetition have been transmuted, by a kind 
of reverse-chronological alchemy, into devices familiar from earlier eras, such as moto 
perpetuo and ostinato’ (Bernard, 2003, 118). In addition to Nyman and Glass, whose film 
music repertoire is more in line with their postminimalist music than their minimalist 
origins, other postminimalist composers to either write for film or have their work featured 
in films include Andriessen and Adams, Ingram Marshall, Julia Wolfe, and Ludovico 
Einaudi, as well as more recent artists like Max Richter, Nils Frahm, and Johann 
Johannsson.17 
 The shift from Minimalism to Postminimalism is an important milestone in the 
history of Filminimalism. Regardless of one’s position on whether Postminimalism is simply 
a natural progression from Minimalism or a drastic alteration, Postminimalism made its 
parent genre more commercially viable and more appealing to a larger audience. Glass 
states he did not begin making a living on his music until 1978, well past the initial era of 
true Minimalism (Duckworth, 1995, 338). Filminimalism is also more closely related to 
Postminimalism than the original Minimalism both musically – both are more tonal and 
possess more harmonic and narrative structure than their predecessor (Potter, 2002, 17) – 
 
17 Johannsson’s non-film work will be detailed in chapter four. 
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and chronologically, as Postminimalism is more widespread today than Minimalism. 
Though both pay homage to their past through their names, it would be fairer to say that 
Filminimalism grew out of the culture and technology that allowed Postminimalism to 
thrive, rather than the one in which Minimalism itself was born. 
 
Film Production and Consumption: Business Practices and Audience Demographics 
 
This change in culture is also reflected in the changing business practices and audience 
demographics of the film and television industry itself. This section is not intended to be a 
comprehensive history of Hollywood and its producers and consumers,18 yet there have been 
important trends in recent years that have contributed to the culture in which films today 
are made – trends seen in those who consume films, those who make them, and the films 
themselves. 
 
Audience Demographics and Film Consumption 
Hollywood, unlike other cinema industries around the world that have been granted 
government subsidies, has always been a private, profit-driven industry. Films are created 
to make money. Therefore, it stands to reason that those who pay to see films – those whose 
money is being counted to determine a profit margin – are the ones who have the most 
power to influence what films are made. Contemporary audience demographics are based 
on a few key factors: disposable income and time, ticket and concession prices, alternative 
options, and social media.  
The demographics with the most disposable income and time are teenagers, who can 
see films by themselves or with groups of friends, and young adults, who might not have a 
 
18 For a more in-depth look at the context within which films are made see Hexel’s dissertation, Thompson and 
Bordwell’s Film History: An Introduction, and Gunter’s Predicting Movie Success at the Box Office, among others. 
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family yet and have free time during university or after work. Consequently, the highest 
market share of tickets sold in domestic theatres in 2016 was to people in the ranges of 12-
17, 18-24, and 25-39 years old.19 These three age groups account for 8%, 10%, and 21% 
respectively of the domestic population,20 and 13%, 16%, and 24% respectively of total 
tickets sold in 2016, showing that they go to the cinema about 1.5 times as often as the 
average filmgoer. Comparatively, the 50-59 and 60+ age groups account for 14% and 21% of 
the population, but only 12% and 13% of tickets sold. With regards to frequent moviegoers – 
people who go at least once a month to the cinema – the difference is even starker, 
particularly in the 12-17 age group (8% of population and 15% of frequent moviegoers) and 
the 18-24 age group (10% of population and 20% of frequent moviegoers). Those who have 
more time and disposable income are more likely to be young adults with fewer 
responsibilities and time commitments, and therefore films catering to those crowds are 
more likely to make a profit.  
 Secondly, ticket and concession prices are steadily increasing, and often drive away 
those who would have to pay for a large group of people – parents and families. The average 
ticket price of a film increased by 25% from $6.88 in 2007 to $8.65 in 2016, compared to 
inflation which rose by 17% in the same time. If ticket prices matched inflation, the $8.65 
would instead be $8.05 in 2016. For an average family, four $8.65 tickets would cost $34.60 
total. Concessions prices are also kept at an above-market level (the markup from material 
costs to revenue on theatre popcorn can be up to 10x-15x), because theatres make almost 
100% of profits on concessions as compared to 5%-30% of ticket sales (McKenzie, 2008, 85-
 
19 All of the data in this section, unless otherwise specified, is according to the annual Theatrical Market Statistics 
for 2016, released by the Motion Picture Association of America. 
20 Domestic film numbers consider the population and filmgoing tendencies of citizens from both the United States 
and Canada. 
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92). Factor in time and money spent getting to the theatre, and weekly or monthly trips to 
the cinema that were so common in the 1930s and ’40s are much less feasible for an average 
family of today.21 While it is true that ‘going to watch a movie [is] still the most affordable 
out-of-home entertainment option for a family of four’ (Gunter, 2018, 5), most families have 
to remain selective of the films they see in theatres, which leads into the third and fourth 
points.  
 Thirdly, cinemas are not the only option anymore for a quality filmgoing experience. 
With the rise of Netflix, Amazon Prime, Hulu, HBO, Disney+,22 and Redbox, among others, 
those who would rather watch a film in their own home have many options from which to 
choose (ibid., 7). These films are released in high quality digital formats, and have no 
commercials like they would if they were on cable television. One can easily pause or 
rewind films, play them as loud or as soft as possible, use subtitles, and eat and drink one’s 
own food while watching, all luxuries that are not afforded to those going to a cinema. This, 
combined with high quality technologies such as HD televisions and surround-sound home-
audio systems being made more affordable, has allowed people the freedom to have a 
customisable, high-value cinema experience. Because of this, streaming revenue will most 
likely overtake box office revenue in 2019 (ibid., 7). 
Furthermore, theatrical runs for films are growing ever-shorter. Films used to be 
shown in cinemas for ten to twelve months, and often over a year if they were still making 
money. For example, the theatrical run of the original Star Wars (dir. George Lucas, 1977) 
started on May 25, 1977 and ended officially the following July 20, 1978, before being re-
 
21 Business Insider, http://uk.businessinsider.com/movie-attendance-over-the-years-2015-1, shows that between 
1930-1950, between 30% and 60% of the population attended the cinema weekly, as opposed to the approximately 
10% that have attended weekly since the mid-60s. 
22 Disney+ released on 12th November, 2019 in the U.S. and is yet to release worldwide. 
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released the next day and finally taken out of theatres on November 7, 1978.23 It was shown 
in theatres every single day for eighteen months straight. By comparison, Star Wars: 
Episode II – Attack of the Clones (dir. George Lucas, 2002) was shown in theatres for just 
under six months, from May 16 to November 3, 2002,24 and the latest addition to the Star 
Wars canon, Star Wars: Episode VIII – The Last Jedi (dir. Rian Johnson, 2017) was out of 
theatres a mere four months after release, its theatrical run starting December 15, 2017 
and ending April 19, 2018.25 The Last Jedi was released on Sky Cinema for people to watch 
at home on August 17, 2018, approximately eight months after its first weekend in 
theatres. Even the film The Greatest Showman (dir. Michael Gracey, 2017), which had the 
longest cinema run for a 2017 film, appeared in theatres for only just over seven months 
(December 20, 2017 – July 26, 2018).26  
Roadshowing in the 1950s and ’60s was another strategy used by studios to keep 
their tentpole films in theatres longer; the films would play in only one theatre per market, 
with few showings and higher-priced tickets, before being re-released as normal in more 
theatres and with more showtimes (Thompson & Bordwell, 2010, 308). Each of these runs 
could be up to six months or longer. In contrast, filmgoers today do not often have to wait 
more than six months for a film to come to a streaming service where they can see it at no 
extra cost (as they are already paying for the service), in high quality, and at their own 
leisure (Gunter, 2018, 246). This affects the demographics of film audiences by driving them 
more towards films that must be seen in theatres, such as superhero films or giant action 
 
23 https://www.starwars.com/news/the-star-wars-saga-us-release-and-re-release-history. 
24 https://www.boxofficemojo.com/yearly/chart/?yr=2002&p=.htm. 
25 https://www.boxofficemojo.com/yearly/chart/?yr=2017. 
26 Ibid. 
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blockbusters, and away from films that can have just as much emotional and narrative 
impact on any size screen, such as independent and character-driven films. 
 Lastly, social media has become a huge factor in what films attract or dispel 
customers, and, thus, make or lose money. People are simply more likely to go to a film they 
think will be worth their time and money, and one’s experience of a film can be influenced 
by what others say about it (ibid., 210). This has been the case for as long as cinema has 
been around, but is especially exacerbated by the rise of social media and the relative speed 
and ease with which one can access others’ opinions on a certain film. Using the above 
example of The Greatest Showman – it opened to a very low $8.8 million from over 3,000 
theatres on the weekend of December 20, 2017, the 45th-worst opening of all time for 3,000+ 
theatres. Yet it received positive word-of-mouth and social media reviews, along with viral 
marketing of the songs sung in the film, and it outlasted every other 2017 film to run for 
over 31 weeks, ending its theatrical run as the 18th-best box office of 2017.27 By taking 
internet word-of-mouth and social media into account, one study showed that the strength 
of box office predictions for a film’s opening weekend rose from 24% (when based purely on 
production factors) to 53% (ibid., 237). 
Critics are also vital to a film’s reception, and therefore its revenue. A nomination 
and/or win at the Academy Awards can add anywhere from $10 to $100 million to a film’s 
total gross (ibid., 197), and it has been shown that ‘positive evaluations of a movie were 
statistically related to how well a movie performed over its first weekend’ (Joshi et al., 
2010, quoted in Gunter, 2018, 219). If a film is poorly reviewed, those on the fence about 
seeing it would probably not attend, and vice versa if it is rated well. Rating is not the be-
all-end-all of a film’s ability to make money, but it can certainly be the difference between a 
 
27 https://www.boxofficemojo.com/movies/?id=greatestshowman.htm. 
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smash hit and an under-performer. For instance, both Captain America: Civil War (dir. The 
Russo Brothers) and Batman vs. Superman: Dawn of Justice (dir. Zack Snyder) came out in 
2016. Both had the same production budget of $250 million, both were rated PG-13, and 
both were centred around superheroes fighting each other. Both opened to approximately 
the same amount, Civil War grossing $223 million its first week to BvS’s $209 million. The 
former’s 91% Fresh rating on RottenTomatoes and 75/100 score on Metacritic helped it 
make $90 million its second week,28 $43 million its third week, and stay in theatres for a 
total of twenty weeks before closing to $408 million domestic, the third-highest grossing 
film of 2016. The latter received a 27% rating and a 44/100 score, respectively, and dropped 
to $64 million its second week and $29 million its third week, ending its run at a mere 
twelve weeks as the eighth-highest grossing film of the year. 
Filmgoers in today’s society are being pulled in multiple directions. There are so 
many options of what to do with one’s free time that movies are not the draw they used to 
be, and as such there has been a noted ‘downward trend in cinema attendance since the 
mid-twentieth century’ (Gunter, 2018, 8). With rising prices and less free time, people have 
to be more selective about which films they see, and due to this they turn to reviews and 
word-of-mouth on social media to make an informed decision about whether or not a certain 
film is worth their time and money. Thus, filmgoers with more disposable income and free 
time (teenagers and young adults) have become the primary demographic films cater to 
and, consequently, they are the ones for whom business decisions are made. 
 
 
28 RottenTomatoes.com and MetaCritic.com are sites that aggregate critic reviews. The former gives a percentage of 
critics who thought the film was at least good (6/10 or higher), and the latter gives an average critical rating. 
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Business Practices and Film Production 
The above section detailed the demographics of filmgoers and consumers of contemporary 
cinema, in order to give more context to the culture in which films with Filminimal scores 
are being released. This section looks at the flip side of that culture – the producers and 
filmmakers who work within it to create films. The demographics section concluded that to 
best maximise profits for a film, certain target audiences had to be catered to. This section 
will discuss another way film producers and studio executives look to maximise profit on 
their end – that is, to produce films that are new and unique while simultaneously 
replicating formulas and ideas used in previous profitable films as closely as possible. This 
practice has been standard for as long as Hollywood has existed; it is less risky to produce 
familiar films than unfamiliar ones. People in general are comfort creatures – everyone has 
their favourite chair to sit in, their favourite TV shows they can watch multiple times over, 
their favourite meal to cook, etc. This is especially true in the film industry today, where 
the vast majority of the highest-grossing films in any given year are either part of an 
ongoing franchise or based on previous media (book, television, film). Franchises ‘with 
action and science-fiction themes’ have played particularly well in the last decade, 
especially super hero films (Gunter, 2018, 14). For example, every film considered part of 
the Marvel Cinematic Universe has made back its budget in domestic gross, save for The 
Incredible Hulk (dir. Louis Leterrier) from 2008 – a string of eighteen straight monetary 
successes, and nineteen of twenty. All twenty MCU films have been in the top-20 domestic-
grossing films of their relative year, again with The Incredible Hulk being the lowest at 17th 
in 2008. That is not to say these films are bad or are indicative of what is wrong with 
cinema, as the majority of MCU films are highly rated by both critics and audiences, but it 
does show that – given equal reviews – films with which audiences are familiar will almost 
always do better than those with which audiences are unfamiliar.  
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 Film music has always been part of this practice that balances the new and the 
familiar, and scholars have often believed that it has suffered as a result. Adorno and Eisler 
in 1947 (pp. 38) are quite vocal in their disdain for film music and its subjugation to profits, 
stating that  
only the music rated as “sure-fire Box Office” is accepted, and it refers not only to 
effectiveness in general, but to highly specific and thousandfold [sic] tested effects in 
specific situations … For real or pretended reasons of economy, no risks are permitted, 
the industry accepts only material similar to that which has already proved its market 
value.  
 
Kalinak (1992, 78-9), in discussing the film scores of Golden Era Hollywood, writes that  
more far-reaching, however, than the lack of musical knowledge on the part of 
Hollywood’s powerful producers was the conservative position with regard to music 
that they fostered … The classical Hollywood film score can best be understood not as 
a rigid structural or stylistic manifesto but rather as a set of conventions formulated 
to sustain and heighten the fictive reality of the classical narrative film.  
 
Film music serves the story, which has, for most mainstream films that want to make 
money, meant that it has to be familiar to audiences but not overly attention-grabbing. In 
the Golden Era, this meant Romanticism in film scoring, as it was the lingua franca of the 
time and audiences would expect to hear it; ‘Hollywood was comfortable with what was 
familiar: scores based on the classical repertoire of the 19th century’ (Kalinak, 1992, 78). In 
contemporary cinema, Romanticism is less appropriate, as the lingua franca has changed 
since the early 20th century. With the ubiquity of background music in many aspects of 
everyday life, from dental offices to restaurants, and commuting to and from work, today’s 
general moviegoing population is accustomed to filtering it out. The average American 
listens to over 32 hours of music a week, with that average increasing every year (Forbes, 
2017). While it is difficult to say whether audiences nowadays expect to hear postminimalist 
music in the cinema, there is no doubt they would at least find it familiar and unsurprising.  
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The largest changes in film scoring throughout the decades have been precipitated 
by technology (covered in the next section), rather than by composers’ aesthetic and artistic 
inspiration. In a bout of prescience, Adorno and Eisler’s (1947, 33) complaint about film 
music in the ‘40s still holds true today:  
[like all mass cultural advances] ostentatious spending has increased, and the mode of 
presentation, the technique of transmission in the broadest sense, from acoustical 
accuracy to the psycho-technical treatment of the audience, has been improved in 
direct proportion to the capital invested … There is a striking disproportion between 
the tremendous improvement in the technique of recording, on which all the miracles 
of this technique are spent, and the music itself, either indifferent or borrowed without 
taste or logic from the stock of clichés … There has only been a streamlining of the 
façade. The progress is one of means, not of ends. 
 
This is self-evident in the music made for films such as the MCU, or the majority of event 
films in general, and the marketing of the composers themselves. Film music, in the form of 
soundtrack albums and title tunes, have been used to cross-promote its accompanied film 
primarily since the 1950s, with some examples stretching back to 1918 (Smith, 1998, 25-
29). This process still continues today, and the advent and spread of the internet has 
created more opportunities for music to promote films, including sonic branding, which is 
when recognisable segments from a film’s score are used in advertisements and trailers for 
subsequent films in its franchise, such as sequels or spinoffs. For example, trailers for the 
films Fantastic Beasts and Where to Find them (dir. David Yates, 2016) and its sequel, 
Fantastic Beasts: The Crimes of Grindelwald (dir. David Yates, 2018), which are both set in 
the Harry Potter universe, all end with a recognisable snippet from John Williams’ iconic 
cue “Hedwig’s Theme” from Harry Potter and the Sorcerer’s Stone (dir. Chris Columbus, 
2001).29 The snippet acts as a sonic logo, as it accompanies the title card of the film to 
remind general audiences that this film is linked to ones they previously enjoyed. Another 
 
29 Hedwig’s Theme can be found here: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=wtHra9tFISY, and trailers with sonic 
logo here: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ViuDsy7yb8M, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=8bYBOVWLNIs 
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example is the first trailer for the Marvel Cinematic Universe film Avengers: Infinity War 
(dir. the Russo Brothers, 2018), in which Alan Silvestri’s “Avengers” theme from the earlier 
film The Avengers (dir. Joss Whedon, 2012) is played throughout.30  
With regards to marketing the composers, Hexel, for his thesis collected data on the 
top-50 highest-grossing films of each year from 1980-2010. One of the key finds of this data 
is how many films were scored by a few select composers. Of the 1500 films analysed, 300 of 
them – one out of every five films – were scored by one of seven composers.31 Over 50% of 
films during that time period were scored by only 12% of composers. Once a studio or 
production company finds a successful composer, they will use them time and time again. 
One of the biggest culprits of this is Hans Zimmer and his production company, Remote 
Control Productions. In 2017, six of the top ten highest-grossing films were scored by 
composers who either have worked or still work with RCP. The music for films of the 
Transformers series (total gross $1.45 billion domestic), the Pirates of the Caribbean series 
($1.45 billion), the DC Cinematic Universe ($1.59 billion) and the MCU ($6.86 billion) are 
all overwhelmingly scored by associates of RCP. They essentially have a stranglehold on the 
action-adventure genre. The effect this has is that their music all has a similar sound, 
which is what executives want – something familiar enough to audiences to not stand out 
and detract from the spectacle on screen.32  
 
 
 
 
30 Avengers Theme: https://youtu.be/svFh2MfXNtM?t=65, and trailer with sonic logo: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6ZfuNTqbHE8. 
31 The seven were, in order of films scored, Alan Silvestri, James Horner, John Williams, James Newton Howard, 
Hans Zimmer, Jerry Goldsmith, and Danny Elfman. For a complete list, see Appendix IV. 
32 The next chapter has a section which lists the films mentioned here in a more comprehensive manner. See pp. 82. 
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Technological Advancements 
 
In addition to cultural shifts, in both audience demographics and industry business 
practices, from the 1960s through today, technological advancements have significantly 
impacted film music and created a foundation for Filminimal music. The history of 
developing film and sound technologies has been discussed many times over in much more 
depth than can be explored in this thesis,33 however, it is worth briefly looking at certain 
developments that have directly influenced Filminimal music and its forebears.  
 Perhaps the largest and most influential change to the film music landscape to come 
from this time period is the use of electronic instruments and digital recording practices. 
Like Minimalism, film music in the 1960s and 1970s embraced unusual ways of producing 
music, but while Minimalism looked first at acoustic sound recording and reproduction,34 
film music turned to the synthesiser.35 Synthesisers were not invented in the 1970s, nor 
were they first added into film scores at that time – the Novachord from Hammond was 
first released in the late ’30s, and heard in film music not long after – however, their prime 
came in the ’70s and ’80s due to the ‘widespread embrace of digital audio devices’ (Spring, 
2016, 273), which produced a surge in synth scores for both film and television. Wendy 
Carlos (A Clockwork Orange in 1971 and TRON in 1982), Giorgio Moroder (Midnight 
Express in 1978, American Gigolo in 1980, Cat People in 1982), and Vangelis (Chariots of 
Fire in 1981, Blade Runner in 1982, The Bounty in 1984) all provided some of the earliest 
and most influential scores that use predominantly synthesised music, and Moroder’s 
Midnight Express was the first synthesised score to win the ‘Best Original Score’ Academy 
Award in 1979. However, in those scores by Carlos, Moroder, and Vangelis, the synthesised 
 
33 See Lack, Cooke, Smith, Buhler & Neumeyer, Chion, and others for more detailed looks. 
34 Notably Le Monte Young (Trio for Strings, 1958) and Terry Riley were famous for this. 
35 Lack (2002) has a good section on electronic film music, see pps. 310-321. 
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sounds were often used as orchestral music would have been: an ‘unadventurous melodic 
use of synthesisers, eschewing the more radical timbral possibilities of the developing 
technology in favour of quasi-orchestral textures that offered the promise of both low 
budgets and mass-market appeal’ (Cooke, 2008, 467). This is often the style of music used 
when setting a film or television series in the 1980s to create a semblance of nostalgia or 
anachronism, as with Stranger Things (created by the Duffer Brothers, 2016) and Cliff 
Martinez’s collaborations with director Nicholas Winding Refn (Drive, 2011 and The Neon 
Demon, 2016).  
With Blade Runner in 1982 and The Bounty in 1984, the first roots of Filminimalism 
start to take hold, as both Vangelis scores were praised for their lack of stereotypical 
soundtrack cues. Blade Runner was considered ‘an evocative experience, less a soundtrack 
[and] more an ambient journey through one of the richest of Vangelis’ sound worlds’.36 
Cooke (2008, 467) writes that the synthesised music style was ‘most effective when 
simplest, as in the characteristic sustained tones and threatening percussion of the Bounty 
music – the kind of simple rhetorical gestures that can be used in many different dramatic 
contexts’. This terminology – ‘ambient journey’, ‘simplest’, ‘sustained tones’, ‘rhetorical 
gestures’, ‘different dramatic contexts’ – is indicative of Filminimalism, and signposts these 
films as prototypes of contemporary Filminimal Music. As this thesis will show, the work of 
Trent Reznor and Atticus Ross has continued this tradition of using synthesisers to create 
ambient journeys through rich sound worlds and mutable rhetorical gestures.37  
 Synthesiser music and ‘understatement, subliminal suggestion, and emotional 
detachment’ seemed from the very beginning to go hand in hand.38 While string orchestras 
 
36 M. Walker, 1998, 207, quoted in Cooke, 2008, 467. 
37 Reznor and Ross have even quoted Moroder and Carlos as influences on their work. 
38 Maclean, 1993, 36, quoted in Cooke, 2008, 470. 
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were often used to convey human emotion due to their proximity to and imitation of the 
human voice (Kalinak (1992, 13) notes how the violin is ‘characterised by its ability to 
“sing”’), synthesisers sounded electronic and unnatural, and were therefore linked with 
unemotive and inhuman characters and settings. Tangerine Dream embraced this link in 
their music for Thief (dir. Michael Mann, 1981), Risky Business (dir. Paul Brickman, 1983), 
and Legend (dir. Ridley Scott, 1984). Their use of synthesisers ‘created mood music rather 
than following the dynamics of a sequence of visual images, their output ranging from quiet 
contemplation to aggressively percussive rock style, and often reliant on direct and 
prolonged repetition of basic ideas’ (Cooke, 2008, 469). These assessments are all ones used 
to describe minimalist music as well,39 again signposting these film scores as precursors to 
the ones representing Filminimalism in this thesis. 
 Besides the technological advances in the music and instruments used in film 
scoring,40 the way that music is made for films has changed as well, with: digital editing of 
both image and sound; the decrease in composers writing music ‘to picture’, spotting 
sessions, and click tracks; and the ever-expanding use of ‘temp tracks’. The imagetrack has 
been captured digitally in different ways since the 1970s, with motion-control systems, and 
since the 1980s, with Sony’s first digital video camera, but only became widespread after 
George Lucas used digital cameras to shoot Star Wars Episodes I-III, beginning in 1999 
(Thompson & Bordwell, 2010, 714-5). Since the production of the RED One (2007) and the 
Arri Alexa (2010), digital video recording has skyrocketed to the point that many 
filmmakers now prefer shooting in digital (Hexel, 2014, 92). Audio has also been recorded 
digitally since the 1970s, with the first Compact Disc prototype and the first digitally-
 
39 See Eaton, 2008, 23-26. 
40 For a more detailed analysis of sequencers, DAWs, MIDI, and other composition practices, see Hexel, 2014, 172-
177, and Spring, 2016, 273-288. 
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recorded albums occurring in 1979. Digital recording for film gained mainstream appeal in 
the early nineties with Dolby Labs using digital sound on Batman Returns in 1992, DTS 
(Digital Theatre System) using digital CD technology on Jurassic Park in 1993, and Sony 
using SDDS (Sony Dynamic Digital Sound) on Last Action Hero, also in 1993.41 
Before digital sound and image technology, a composer would often be brought in to 
what is called a ‘spotting session’ in order to make decisions, alongside the director, as to 
‘precisely where extradiegetic music should enter and exit the soundtrack’ (Wierzbicki, 
2009, 138). Sometimes this would be after the film had been completely edited – what is 
called a ‘locked picture’ – but the cues would almost always be precisely synched and time 
stamped to the image through the use of click tracks, stop watches, or visual cueing aides 
(Cooke, 2008, 74-5). However, since digital editing has become the norm, the studio often 
tries to keep the film ‘open’ for as long as possible, to allow for more freedom on the part of 
the director and film editor (Hexel, 2014, 95). 
Because of this, composers in the 21st century, including the composers whose work 
is explored in this thesis, often write music before they see the film, and therefore cannot 
write music that reacts precisely to the images. They even sometimes create music and 
send it in to the director or music editor before or during filming. This is not a new practice; 
there are reports from the 1980s that Vangelis liked to work ‘without reference to specific 
timings for scenes and merely delivers finished tracks to the music editor, who is then 
expected to edit them to the appropriate length for a given scene’.42 However, that was the 
exception at the time, and it has now become the norm. This has had an effect on the style 
of music being created as well, as a ‘modular approach (whereby elements can be freely 
 
41 See Buhler & Neumeyer, 2010, 393. 
42 Prendergast, 1992, 305, quoted in Cooke, 2008, 467. 
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layered and re-combined)’ (Hexel, 2014, 96) can be considered the most effective strategy to 
deal with constantly changing timing cues and re-edited scenes, an approach that ‘certainly 
precludes expressive and developmental possibilities inherent in traditional scores’ (ibid.). 
Lastly, ‘temp tracks’ – shortened from ‘temporary tracks’ – are cues temporarily 
added to scenes as a placeholder until the composer has time to write an original cue, or to 
help the director clarify his or her vision for the score to a composer. Temp tracks have been 
around since at least the 1940s – the Billy Wilder film The Lost Weekend (1945) had 
audiences believing it was a comedy rather than a drama due to a jazzy temp track used in 
test screenings (Cooke, 2008, 113) – but they have become more popular in recent years due 
to the ubiquity of digital audio recording and the ability to find any existing piece of music 
and use it as a placeholder for the editing of a film until the composer can then write 
something to replace it. However, many composers take issue with them, as they can limit a 
composer’s creativity and can also cause a director to become attached to the temp track 
and demand the composed music sound more like it.43 Mychael Danna believes them to be 
‘destructive’ and limiting to the choices he as a composer can make (Hexel, 2014, 126), and 
Bernard Herrmann became irate when watching a new film that used a previous score of 
his as a temp track: “How can I think about anything new with that playing?” (Cooke, 2008, 
210). However, as temp tracks were not used in any of the films discussed in this thesis, it 
is not necessary to cover them in more detail.44  
 
 
 
43 For a great look at temp tracks and why contemporary film music often sounds the same, see the videos “The 
Marvel Symphonic Universe” and “Hollywood Scores and Soundtracks” by the YouTube channel Every Frame a 
Painting. 
44 See Hexel, 2014, 125-127, for a more detailed look. 
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2.3: Conclusion  
 
In conclusion, while this thesis will primarily look at Filminimal music and how it is used 
in specific films from 2010-2016, it is important to remember that no film or music is ever 
created in a vacuum. The historical milieu from which Filminimal music was born is an 
eclectic mix made up of both cultural and technological aspects. The purpose of this section 
has been to explore some of the cultural and technological history that has preceded this 
musical genre, as well as the contemporary culture in which, and technology with which, 
this music is written.  
Filminimal music, while fairly recent, has roots in movements, ideas, and technology 
that date back to the 1960s and earlier. Minimalism of the 1960s started a movement that 
continues today – one which focuses less on the extended melodies and harmonies that 
flourished in Romantic music of the late 19th century and more on simple rhythmic and 
harmonic textures. This transition has also occurred in film music, from the sweeping 
Romantic-style classical score that accompanied Gone with the Wind (dir. Victor Fleming, 
1939) and The Adventures of Robin Hood (dir. Michael Curtiz and William Keighley, 1938), 
through to the percussive, modal music of today, as perfected by Hans Zimmer and his 
associates at RCP. This new style, as well as notable forebears to Filminimalism – Jean 
Cocteau’s accidental synchronisation method, Herrmann’s cellular technique, Vangelis’ 
soundscapes, among others – will be explored in the next chapter. 
On the business side, however, little has changed. Hollywood producers and studios 
in the Golden Era used music that was strictly regulated and focus-tested, and this 
‘catalogue and pigeonhole treatment of musical material automatically result[ed] in the 
tendency to confine it to the existing supply, and, whenever anything new emerge[d], in the 
attempt to mould it to fit administrative classifications’ (Adorno and Eisler, 1947, 33). 
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While music and film technology have advanced, particularly in the field of digital editing 
and recording, allowing for a higher-quality sound and an easier post-production process, 
this mentality is still at the forefront of many film scoring decisions. Film music is still 
often written to be familiar and unobtrusive and to help sell the most tickets to the target 
demographics of teenagers and young adults. Technology and culture have advanced over 
the past 100 years; for the most part, the Hollywood business relationship to film music has 
not. 
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Chapter Three: The Music of Filminimalism  
 
 
 
3.1: Musical Terminology and Filminimalism 
 
The previous chapter answered the first two research questions, which asked (1) how this 
music came about historically, and (2) what its cultural influences were. This chapter will 
seek to answer the next question: What is Filminimalism, musically? What are its defining 
musical characteristics and traits?  
Categorisation is an essential part of everyday life, and music is no exception. As 
Nicholas Cook (1987, 7) states in his Guide to Musical Analysis, ‘classification forms the 
indispensable basis of musical analysis’. Franco Fabbri (1982b), who has written 
extensively on the concept of genre in music, stated his motivation for researching such a 
topic was the incessant questioning of “What kind of music” he played. Categories and 
labels hold significant influence over the general populations in all forms of media 
consumption: 
In the way bookshop shelves are laid out (novels distributed between romance, 
mystery, science fiction, horror, popular fiction, contemporary fiction, classics, and so 
on); in the way TV program guides classify the evening’s entertainment (sitcom, game 
show, talk show, crime series, documentary); in the way films are advertised and 
videos shelved (comedy, Western, horror, musical, adventure, adult); in the way 
magazines are laid out at newsagents (women’s, children’s, hobby, general interest, 
fashion, computers, music) (Frith, 1998, 75). 
 
These labels differentiate media into smaller, more manageable groupings so one can 
choose what to consume based on one’s past experiences and inherent preferences. 
Shopping for a detective novel is much easier when one can simply walk to the section of a 
store that offers those books. There are multiple ways to categorise media, such as through 
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terms like era, genre, style, and practice – all four of which have been used throughout this 
thesis. 
These terms are often used interchangeably by the average media consumer, as well 
as media producers and vendors. For example, music listed in the Amazon.com music store 
is categorised into subsets using terms that communicate different categorical concepts, 
terms ‘denoting period (“60s pop”), topics (“love song”), country (“Japanese music”), 
language (“French variety”), dance types (“Waltz”), [and] artist type (“Crooner”)’ 
(Aucouturier & Pachet, 2003, 84). Not only that, but among Amazon and other online music 
vendors,  
there is no consensus in the name used in these classifications: only 70 words are 
common [out of over 700 genres listed] to the three [studied] taxonomies … among 
these common words, even largely used terms like “Rock” or “Pop” do not have common 
definitions, i.e., they do not denote the same set of songs (ibid.). 
 
Not only does the average media consumer and producer conflate these terms, but so also 
do musicologists and academics. Fabbri (1982a, 55) writes that ‘In most musicological 
literature which has tackled the problem of genres … genre, style, and form become 
synonymous’. He continues on, joking that ‘a record-buying adolescent of today has clearer 
ideas on musical genres than the majority of musicologists who have made such a fuss 
about them’ (ibid.). Thus, as these terms can be quite nebulous and have multiple, 
sometimes contrasting, definitions, it is the purpose of this section to further elucidate their 
definitions and meanings, explore how they are often used in musical and filmic contexts, 
and explain how I will be using the terms in this thesis. 
 The term era denotes a period of time and is most often used by historians of film 
and/or music, such as those sourced in this thesis – Cooke, Wierzbicki, Buhler, and Lack – 
as well as in less history-centric works by Gorbman, Kalinak, Neumeyer, Smith, Lehman 
and countless others. When the term is used, it evokes time-specific customs and practices, 
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and can essentially act as a shorthand for those who are already familiar with these 
customs. For example, referring to the ‘Silent Era’ would remind scholars and laypersons 
alike of the time (roughly the mid-1890s to the late-1920s) when films did not have 
synchronised recorded sound, dialogue and narration would often be conveyed by title 
cards, and music (if there was any) would be played as live accompaniment (Cooke, 2008, 1-
6). Along the same lines, the ‘Sound Era’ is simply anything after the late-20s, and ‘Golden 
Era’ Hollywood is demarcated by deeply-rooted and pervasive institutional conventions. It 
is relatively straightforward to place a film or score as either in or out of these eras. Some 
eras are harder to define. For instance, both the ‘Post-Studio’ and ‘New Hollywood’ eras 
have less easily-definable characteristics and time periods, and both are so full of 
exceptions to the governing ‘rules’ of the eras they supposedly define that it is hard to give 
more than a handful of films that exemplify them. Contemporary cinema (particularly the 
21st century and the digital age) can be considered different from previous eras, but is not 
yet conventionalised enough to determine if it constitutes its own era or not.  
As helpful as the term era can be for historians and others to define and collate a 
group of films or film practices, as mentioned in chapter one, it can also unnecessarily 
separate films with common themes or production customs based solely on the time they 
were released. Films can be produced today that exemplify the customs of the ‘Golden Era’, 
and many films were created in the ’30s and ’40s that did not. One term that can relate 
films across eras is genre. 
 
Genre 
Unlike the term era, genre has a wide range of definitions and meanings when it comes to 
musical categorisation. Fabian Holt (2008, 42), on the one hand, likens it to an external 
power, as though culture itself was animate, stating ‘[genre] is a structuring force that 
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organises cultural practice and creates contexts and horizons for understanding music’. 
This force is simply a way of structuring everyday life, especially media consumption, so as 
to give the consumer the feeling of individuality that accompanies choice: ‘Dominant genre 
discourses enforce core-boundary distinctions that define a core or essence of the genre and 
involve exclusion and marginalisation’ (ibid.).  
 This school of thought sees the term purely through a sociocultural lens. To scholars 
like Holt, Simon Frith, and others,1 genre distinctions are a way to sell cultural items such 
as films, television shows, authors and books, or musicians and albums: ‘Genre is a way of 
defining music in its market or, alternatively, the market in its music … to understand how 
a genre label works – why these particular musical characteristics have been put together 
in this particular way – is to understand a reading of the market’ (Frith, 1998, 76). While 
Frith admits that genres can be categorised by looking at particular musical characteristics 
being put together in particular ways, he believes capitalism and spending habits are what 
truly mark genre boundaries, imposing generic meaning onto each individual musician and 
album.  
 Fabbri and Alan Moore take a different stance. Fabbri (1982a, 52) posits that 
musical genre comes from a combined effort of different musical events and sociocultural 
rules. Moore (2001, 441), along the same lines as Fabbri, writes that genre ‘refers to the 
identity and context of [musical] gestures’. The genres into which these events, or gestures, 
are sorted are determined by some combination of a set of five rules developed by Fabbri 
(1982a, 54-59). 
The first is the set of formal and technical rules, which will be defined below 
regarding style. The next is the set of semiotic rules: these are rules that deal with the 
 
1 See arguments by Fiske and Bohlman, quoted in Moore, 2008, 438-440. 
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communication of meaning and ‘referential, emotional, imperative, phatic, metalinguistic, 
[and] poetic’ (Fabbri, 1982a, 56) concepts. For example, one could argue for the 
categorisation of Film Music as its own genre because it emphasises the communication of 
emotional meaning, or dance music as a genre that emphasises kinetic meaning. The other 
three sets of rules are behavioural rules, social/ideological rules, and economical/juridical 
rules. However, they are less applicable to this thesis, as all three sets treat film music as a 
whole, and therefore cannot be used to differentiate between different scores. 
 
Filminimalism as Genre 
Before proceeding to explore the term style, this section aims to take the working definition 
of genre presented above and use it to establish Filminimalism in a generic context. What is 
the socio-cultural identity and context of the musical gestures articulated by the Filminimal 
style? What are the socially-accepted rules that govern these gestures?  
 Throughout all of the literature perused for this thesis, there are only two ways 
scholars have discussed Film Music through the lens of genre: they either categorise the 
entirety of Film Music as one genre or view it as an aural marker for the genre of the film it 
accompanies. The first way is mainly used by scholars of Popular music, in which the 
emphasis is on traditional music genres, so film is often overlooked and film music 
considered as a single entity. For example, Fabbri (1982a, 57) mentions film music in 
passing when detailing semiotic rules of genre construction alongside many different 
genres: ‘The metalinguistic function is as fundamental in defining the “avant-garde” (who 
make no distinction between “speaking of music” – also in music – and “making music”) as 
is the imperative function which predominates in dance music and the emotive one in film 
music and advertising jingles’.  
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Frith (1998, 105) in Performing Rites differentiates film music from other popular 
music by its audience – ‘film scorers … are, among all popular music composers, perhaps 
the most concerned to use music to communicate particular feelings to a great range of 
people (to people with a great range of musical knowledge and experience)’ – and its 
intrinsic multimedia nature – ‘the extra-musical information which enables us to hear the 
music as specifically meaningful’ (ibid., 112). However, Frith regards film music as a 
singular entity, one that always behaves and operates the same way in every film. He also 
regards opera and ballet the same way, as irreducible units of syntactic meaning, as if each 
and every show was the same. Tagg (1982, 42-3) also likens film music to other subunits of 
Popular music: ‘popular music, with its multitude of “languages”, ranging from film music 
in the late romantic symphony style to punk and from middle-of-the-road pop to the 
Webern-esque sonorities of murder music in TV thrillers’. This latest quote conveys the 
thinking surrounding film music by scholars who have not studied it, or even film more 
generally. To Popular music scholars, film music is forever rooted in its Golden Era 
Hollywood phase – the Max Steiner and Miklos Rozsa era detailed in Settling the Score and 
Unheard Melodies – in which there was one predominant style of film music.  
 The second way Film Music is discussed in academic literature is as an aural 
marker for the genre of the film it accompanies; in other words, the genre of the film 
(horror, romance, comedy, thriller, etc.) becomes the genre of the music. Lack (1997, 188-9), 
for instance, pens a chapter titled ‘The Remaking of Genres’ in his book Twenty-Four 
Frames Under and only mentions genre in terms of films and film production: 
Genre was recognised and finally celebrated as the industrial prototype every director 
is given by the producer … Film music that manages to pull something unexpected out 
of the hat within what is ostensibly a genre film is therefore also of interest … One can 
point to maverick composers like Bernard Herrmann as possessing a distinctive 
musical voice … even if he was working with variations on the thriller genre.  
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Gorbman (1987, 7) writes that her book Unheard Melodies is not, among other things, ‘a 
study of music in the following genres: the musical, the documentary, and experimental 
films’, further delineating the term on the side of film rather than that of music. Julie 
Hubbert (2011, 5) in Celluloid Symphonies writes that genre directly influenced musical 
choices: ‘A successful accompaniment rested on the musicians’ ability to differentiate 
musically not only individual film actions and episodes but film genres as well’. Rebecca 
Eaton (2008, 48) in her dissertation only uses the term genre when discussing the films 
that employ minimalist music; for example, she writes ‘short films, experimental films, 
documentaries, and foreign films were the typical genres of these to employ Minimalism 
and are still genres that often draw upon minimalist scores’. Mark Brownrigg in his 
dissertation Film Music and Film Genre (2003) again does not consider genre to be an 
aspect intrinsic to the music of a film, but rather only applicable to the film itself. Instead, 
he starts ‘with the simple assumption that each [film] genre has its own set of musical 
conventions, its signature “paradigm”,2 with the result that Westerns sound different from 
Horror films, which sound different from Romantic Melodramas and so on’ (ibid., abstract). 
However, while Filminimal music does have musical conventions – they will be defined 
below – there is no one particular genre of film that has a monopoly on it, and therefore 
Brownrigg’s text is of no further use to this thesis. 
 Instead, to use vernacular provided by Fabbri, it is a combination of its unique 
formal/technical rules and semiotic rules that define Filminimalism as a genre. Claudia 
Gorbman (1987, 2-3) writes that film music ‘signifies in film not only according to pure 
musical codes, but also according to cultural musical codes and cinematic musical codes’. 
 
2 Brownrigg defines a genre “paradigm” as a ‘repertoire of musical conventions, a system of melodic, harmonic, 
instrumental, and textural devices that is specific to [a film genre]’ (Brownrigg, 2003, 1). 
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Simply by growing up in and consuming the culture in which Hollywood films are created, 
filmgoers learn these conventions and develop a knowledge – consciously or not – of how 
music signifies in film, whether through musical syntax, cultural language and jargon, or 
filmic contexts. However, Filminimalism does not use these three codes to communicate. 
Instead, one way it communicates is via Embodied Simulation, which is unlearned, 
subconscious, and can signify its intended meaning across cultural and historical barriers, 
and so rejects the idea of cultural musical codes. The second way Filminimalism 
communicates semiotic meaning is when the music seems to wilfully ignore cinematic 
musical codes via incongruence and a misapplied empathy. Thus, Filminimalism can be 
considered its own genre, as it is unique in all three of the areas established by Gorbman as 
those through which film music functions: it has its own musical style (see below) and, 
thus, its own pure musical codes, it circumvents the need for cultural musical codes by 
conveying signification via Embodied Simulation, and it acts incongruently to established 
cinematic musical codes.  
 
Style 
The next of the aforementioned terms I will be exploring is style. Regarding style, some 
scholars focus on traits inherent to the music itself. R.J. Pascall breaks down style into the 
purely musical facets of ‘form, texture, harmony, melody, and rhythm’ (quoted in Johnson, 
1994, 748). Fabbri sees it as ‘a recurring arrangement of features in musical events which is 
typical of an individual (composer, performer), a group of musicians, a genre, a place, a 
period of time’ (McKay & Fujinaga, 2006, 101), and considers a style to be a genre in which 
only the ‘formal and technical’ rules – those dealing with Pascall’s five musical facets – are 
taken into consideration (Fabbri, 1982a, 55). While these definitions clearly do not 
disregard the conscious decision-making that composers put into their music, their 
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emphasis is on the qualities and characteristics of the music, and multiple pieces of similar 
music, as heard.  
In contrast, other scholars focus on stylistic traits and characteristics as innately 
housed not in the art itself, but in the one who produces it. Meyer (1989, 3) opens chapter 
one of Style and Music with his definition: ‘Style is a replication of patterning, whether in 
human behaviour or in the artefacts produced by human behaviour, that results from a 
series of choices made within some set of constraints’. For Meyer, style develops in the 
human mind, and simply reveals itself through music; he mentions ‘an individual’s style of 
speaking and writing’ (ibid.) as a common example of how one would use the term. Johnson 
and Moore provide similar definitions – Johnson (1994, 747) writes ‘the consideration of 
Minimalism as a style recognises the mode of expression common to the music of a number 
of composers’, and for Moore (2001, 441), ‘style refers to the manner of articulation of 
musical gestures and is best considered as imposed on them, rather than intrinsic to them’. 
All of these definitions imply a consciousness, a force of will that is imposed upon works of 
art; they define ‘style as a factor of personality’ (ibid., 436), and denote that ‘to the extent 
that any [style] is replicated in the work of an artist … it must be considered to have been 
chosen by that artist from a set of constraints’ (Meyer, 1989, 7).  
 
Practice 
As has been demonstrated above, era, genre, and style are all loaded terms that have a 
considerable amount of baggage. However, style and genre in particular are both necessary 
to help define the concept of Filminimalism and explore it in depth. In contrast to other 
scholars, of whom ‘very few … have space for both “style” and “genre” within their 
terminologies’ (Moore, 2001, 439), I found that when using both lenses they each become 
more easily defined. As ‘each tells us something different about how we organise the 
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sequence of sounds issuing from instruments or speakers’ (ibid., 441), using them in 
tandem allows for more flexibility, breadth, and depth regarding Filminimalism, a music 
that straddles conventional genre and stylistic boundaries. Therefore, I have predominately 
found Lehman’s term practice the most useful in describing Filminimalism, as it combines 
the two.3 The style of Filminimalism is the ‘collection of customs’ found in the music itself, 
such as its overall form, texture, and melodic, harmonic, and rhythmic content, and its 
genre is the ‘circumstances of production’ within which the music was created, the cultural 
and social aspects by which the customs are governed.  
Due to the interdisciplinary nature of film music in general, Filminimalism is in a 
precarious situation. Film music lies somewhat on the ‘frontier’ – it ‘exists at the boundary 
of two or three zones of meaning’ (Fabbri, 1982b, 134). Fabbri provides three solutions for 
this problem, the first two of which are applicable in this situation: ‘(a) by defining our area 
of meaning as an intersection of several diverse zones, each of which is already labelled, 
[and] (b) by applying a label that is likely to be widely understood as a general indication’ 
(ibid.). The intersection at which Filminimalism lies is one between contemporary film and 
minimalist music, both of which are themselves intersections between broader concepts 
such as ‘film’ and ‘music’. To this intersection – this boundary between multiple zones of 
meaning – I have applied the label Filminimalism. Because this intersection is between two 
separate branches of study – film/media studies and musicology – that prioritise and use 
genre and style to differing, often contradictory, degrees, it is appropriate to use language 
that most effectively communicates both. Just as the section above provided the ‘rules’ for 
how Filminimalism functions as a genre, the section below will detail the ‘constraints’ 
within which Filminimal stylistic traits emerged.  
 
3 See pp. 3 for Lehman’s definition of practice. 
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3.2: Musical Characteristics of Filminimalism 
 
The section above looked primarily at the differences between the terms style and genre, 
how they combine their meaning in the term practice, and why it is necessary to use both in 
reference to Filminimalism. As ‘Filminimalism as genre’ appears above, we now turn to 
style: What are the stylistic traits of Filminimalism? What are its musical customs that 
would help listeners differentiate it from other styles? This section will provide a musical 
analysis of the style of Filminimal music; however, as each film with Filminimal music is 
different, and the music itself also varies between different composers, directors, and 
specific films, this analysis is deliberately quite broad and focuses chiefly on the musical 
techniques that can be heard in, and applied to, all film scores with Filminimal properties. 
For a deeper analysis concentrating on a specific score, see chapters four through six. 
 Nicholas Cook (1987, 9) specifies the two main ways one can analyse music as either 
through its ‘overall form’ or its ‘melodic, harmonic, and rhythmic content’. To explore the 
former, I will turn to Pascall’s concept of ‘constituent parts’ – by analyzing the form, 
texture, harmony, melody, and rhythm of Filminimalism (Johnson, 1994, 748), one can 
therefore ascertain its overall style. With regards to the latter, Leonard Meyer’s 1989 book, 
Style and Music: Theory, History, and Ideology, will help to define what primary and 
secondary parameters are. The importance of musical style and analysis to this thesis is 
evidenced in my definition of Filminimalism, which states, in line with Johnson’s article, 
that it ‘exhibits postminimalist technique and style’, and that it ‘emphasises secondary 
musical parameters over primary’, using Meyer’s concepts.  
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Form 
As Cook (1987, 9) describes it, to analyse the form of one piece is to ‘assimilat[e] it into one 
existing formal prototype or another’. Examples of classical music forms are the Rondo, the 
Fugue, sonata-form, and the Theme and Variation, among others. If a new piece was 
written, it would have to follow formal guidelines in order to be accepted as a specific form; 
the first movement of any new Sonata would need an Expositional section, a Developmental 
section, and a Recapitulation section, for example. According to Johnson (1994, 748), the 
form of a piece of music in the minimalist style is: 
primarily continuous, often in the shape of an unbroken stream of rhythmic figuration 
flowing from the beginning of the piece until it ends. Sometimes these continuous 
forms grow gradually from sparse rhythmic frameworks or wane after reaching 
climaxes. However, in any case, distinct disjunct sections are generally not 
characteristic of the minimalist style. 
 
While this may have been true of specific composers and pieces in the 1960s, as minimalism 
evolved over time into postminimalism it has diversified as well, so that composers and 
pieces that may all be considered postminimalist vary widely in their ‘aesthetic and stylistic 
orientation’ (Bernard, 2003, 130). Even among the three composers in this thesis there is a 
wide variety of musical sounds, as will be discussed in the following chapters. Almost all 
composers who write postminimalist music, and certainly those discussed here, have all 
‘seized upon elements of minimalism but have gone in very different directions with them’ 
(ibid.). One aspect of the definition above that can be properly applied to most 
postminimalist – and therefore Filminimalist – music, however, is the idea of a continuous, 
unbroken stream of music. Changes in the music occur very slowly, often by adding or 
subtracting single layers at a time, and often elements are fixed throughout the entirety of 
a piece, not changing at all. 
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Texture 
Texture is the second of Pascall’s ‘constituent parts’ that constitute the style of a piece or 
genre of music. Johnson describes the texture of minimalist music as one that ‘typically 
consists of interlocking rhythmic patterns and pulses continuing without interruption’ and 
uses ‘bright tone colours and an energetic disposition’ (ibid.). However, just as with form, 
this definition does not apply to all postminimalist and Filminimalist music; despite its 
prominence, pulse was ‘never an absolute requirement of minimalism’ (Bernard, 2003, 122, 
his emphasis). While it can certainly have interlocking rhythms and pulses and an 
energetic disposition – Reznor and Ross do this very well in The Social Network – it is also 
possible for it to have a very sparse texture, as in Sicario, or dark and tense tone colours, as 
in Under the Skin, or a very lethargic quality, as in Jackie. The only textural element 
widespread through all minimalist music is the technique of gradually ‘evolving’ and 
‘reducing’ musical layers (Siôn, 2012, 64). Thus, traditional minimalist texture is not a 
defining factor in Filminimalism. Instead, the textural factors that collate different scores 
under the Filminimal umbrella are more closely related to the other constituent parts, such 
as form (i.e. motivic and cellular repetition and layering ideas together) and harmony (i.e. 
pedal or drone-based material).  
 
Harmony 
When describing harmony and melody, Johnson states quite bluntly that their chief 
stylistic trait in Minimalism is that they are insignificant. He (1994, 748) describes 
minimalist harmony as simplistic: it ‘present[s] uncomplicated harmonic sonorities (often 
familiar triads and seventh chords)’, it ‘limit[s] harmonic materials principally to diatonic 
collections’, and it ‘present[s] these harmonic sonorities in an extremely slow harmonic 
rhythm’. In stark contrast to other genres like Golden Era film music, serialism, or bebop, 
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which often sought to extend harmony and/or accelerate harmonic rhythm, minimal music 
has seemingly regressed and has more in common with folk music or medieval music,4 in 
which, often, the only harmonic material would be a single pedal note, ostinato, or drone. 
These properties mentioned – such as extended pedal and drone notes, a slow harmonic 
rhythm, a suppression of standard harmonic progressions, and an adherence to a particular 
scale, or collection of notes, for a full cue or entire score – are properties associated with 
modal music as well (Waters, 2005, 335). 
However, perhaps the most significant difference between minimalism and its 
successors is the ‘arrival of a kind of harmonic motion’ (Potter, 2002, 16). Postminimalism 
kept certain aspects of minimalism, such as its repetitive form, additive and subtractive 
texture, and continuous shape, but within these restraints started placing more emphasis 
on harmonic motion and expressiveness (Eaton, 2008, 24). Though this harmony is not 
necessarily functional, or even tonal, it has a ‘greater concern with sonority’ and is more 
‘chordally oriented’ (Bernard, 2003, 114). While I do agree that Filminimalism also has a 
stronger harmonic profile than minimalism, I posit that Lehman’s (2018, 10) concept of 
‘pantriadic tonality: a thorough negation of tonal norms of centricity, diatonicity, and 
functionality’ that is heard in almost all modern film music, Filminimalist or not, is more 
accurate. Chords are still used, and quite frequently, but there is a more even distribution 
of emphasis placed on any note or chord following another,5 and less significance placed on 
asymmetrical dichotomies such as tonic/dominant, major/minor, and functional/non-
functional. 
 
 
4 Johannsson has been noted to incorporate ‘Holy Minimalism’ – a combination of Medieval music and Minimalism 
– into his work. 
5 “Pan” is a Greek prefix meaning “all”. 
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Melody 
Melody in Minimalism, Postminimalism, and Filminimalism, is essentially immaterial. As 
Johnson (1994, 748) states, the ‘melodic aspect of the minimalist style is perhaps its most 
obvious characteristic; extensive melody lines are entirely absent’, and any melody lines 
that do occur are ‘confined to scant patterns’. Kalinak’s (1992, 101) idea of the 
‘transcendence of melody’ that serves as the ‘basic structural and semiotic building block’ of 
the Classical Hollywood Era score (Lehman, 2018, 21) is completely disregarded in modern 
Filminimalist music. For instance, in The Social Network, which has the most prominent 
use of melody of any of the seven analysed films, the one melodic phrase in the film consists 
of six notes. Most Filminimal scores do not even have a prominent instrument or 
noteworthy voice-leading for the audience to mistake as melody.  
 
Rhythm 
The last constituent part to assess is rhythm. Johnson (1994, 748) writes that, in the 
minimalist style, rhythm ‘takes centre stage’, and that ‘short, repetitive rhythmic patterns 
are ubiquitous, and their organisation, combination, and individual shapes provide the 
primary points of interest’. However, as harmony has become more prominent in the shift 
to postminimalism, rhythm has ‘reassumed its conventional function as supporting cast’ 
(Bernard, 2003, 122). About half of the Filminimal scores and cues discussed in this thesis 
do not use ubiquitous rhythmic patterns, and have very little rhythmic presence at all. In 
films like Under the Skin and Jackie, as well as certain cues in Arrival, the score is made 
up almost entirely of drones and any changes in tones or pitches are not quantised, nor do 
they keep to a specific beat or tempo. In these films, musical time, which often serves as the 
foundation of the rhythmic domain (ibid.), seems arbitrary and haphazard. In other films, 
for examples those of Reznor and Ross, the ‘rhythmic vigour and repetitive tendencies’ 
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(ibid.) of minimalism are used, with regular, quantised beats providing the foundation of 
many of their cues. Therefore, the rhythmic style of minimalism is not a definitive stylistic 
marker of Filminimalism one way or the other. 
Based on Johnson’s (1994, 748) definition of Minimalism, among others, analyzing 
the style of Filminimalism ‘emphasises the relationships among various composers of 
[fil]minimal music and attempts to draw [fil]minimalist pieces and composers together 
under one rubric’. This is also how Cook (1987, 9) described examining the form of a piece of 
music: ‘assimilating it into one existing formal prototype or another’, as quoted above. 
However, even though all Filminimal scores share multiple constituent parts and conform 
to the musical customs of the style, they all often break those customs in some sense as 
well. It would be hard to create a ‘textbook’ example of a Filminimal cue or score due to 
their wide-ranging sounds. Part of this could simply be the era in which the scores were 
composed. Modern and postmodern art is highly meta-diegetic; one of its primary 
characteristics is the meta-analysis of the art form itself, in addition to self-consciousness 
and intentional irony. In many of these scores, the very idea of what constitutes a film score 
is being explored, and this is demonstrated in the music not conforming to any one specific 
set of rules or rubric. This is especially true for film music, which, again, always serves the 
story above all else, often at a detriment to its ability to be properly analysed by an existing 
rubric. The final and most important of Gorbman’s (1987, 73) Seven Principles of Film 
Music is that ‘a given film score may violate any of the principles above, providing the 
violation is at the service of the other principles’.  
The style of filminimalism, if analysed only through Pascall’s constituent parts, 
cannot ever be fully defined. Even Johnson’s (1994, 751) definition of the minimalist 
‘technique’ is dependent upon them: music is composed with minimalist technique only 
when it exhibits two or more of the stylistic features listed above. That is why I believe the 
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best way to analyse the stylistic traits of Filminimal music and the film scores which 
exhibit it is through Leonard Meyer’s concept of primary and secondary parameters. As 
written in my definition of the style, I posit that a film score that exhibits the stylistic traits 
of Filminimalism emphasises secondary parameters over primary ones.  
 
Primary and Secondary Parameters  
When I defined Filminimalism in chapter one, I also outlined the concept of primary and 
secondary parameters. Primary parameters are melody, harmony, and rhythm; these are 
considered ‘the musical variables that would stay constant within a group of related motivic 
variants’ (Eitan & Granot, 2009, 140). In other words, if the primary musical parameters 
are altered between one motif and the next, those two motifs ‘would rarely be identified by 
music theorists as belonging to the same motivic or thematic category’ (ibid., 141). Primary 
parameters can be thought of as those which demarcate music from the temporal 
production of sound, those which ‘result from the organisation of, and interaction between, 
pitches and durations’ (Meyer, 1983, 14). 
Secondary parameters, in contrast, are those which do not ‘define or constitute 
motives and themes’ (Eitan & Granot, 2009, 140) because they, by their very nature, do not 
necessitate musical structure as is the case with primary parameters. In other words, 
secondary parameters can be used in both the production of music and the production of 
nonmusical sound. Examples of these parameters are instrumentation, tempo, sonority, 
timbre, texture, rhythmic density, pitch register, and dynamics. If secondary parameters 
were altered between one motif and the next, e.g. if a motif was ‘played louder, faster, or 
transferred to a higher octave’, it ‘would remain “the same” motive, provided that its 
pitch/time structure [thus, its primary parameters] … remained unaltered’ (ibid., 141). 
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What gives primary parameters the ability to create ‘music’ as we know it? What 
properties do melody and harmony have that distinguish them from dynamics and 
instrumentation? The answer is two-fold. Firstly, primary parameters can be presented in a 
way that reduces ‘the potentially infinite number of possible values to a cognitively 
manageable number’ (ibid., 143). This relates to scales (and subsequently chords) for 
melody and harmony, and measures and cycles for rhythm, all of which take an ‘infinite 
number of possible values’ and present them in a repeating set of predetermined intervals. 
Instead of pitch, which can range from 1Hz to 300,000Hz,6 the Western Chromatic Scale 
only uses multiples of twelve different base tones. While both pitch and melody can become 
higher in frequency, pitch is not necessarily bound by the restrictions placed on melody, 
and, therefore, does not necessarily affect music in the same way. Chords are then an even 
greater restriction: harmony – again, in almost all Western music – uses specific subsets of 
the twelve tones at specific times and in a specific order to create specific musical cues. 
Regarding rhythm, a percussive beat could be played at any second (or millisecond) during 
a piece of music, which can affect the piece as a secondary parameter, but rhythm as a 
primary parameter specifically deals with cycles of beats that occur at precise times and 
repeat over a precise timeframe.  
In addition, primary parameters can also be ‘segmented into discrete, nonuniform 
relationships so that the similarities and differences between them are definable, constant, 
and proportional’ (Meyer, 1989, 14). For instance, it is known that a Cmaj triad built on the 
note C4 has within it the notes C4, E4, and G4, frequencies 261.63Hz, 329.63Hz, and 
392.00Hz respectively;7 this is a constant, known figure. Secondary parameters like 
 
6 This is the highest pitch that can be heard by a living organism (the Greater Wax Moth). 
7 Data collected from https://pages.mtu.edu/~suits/notefreqs.html 
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instrumentation and timbre will affect how the notes are played, but not, for all intents and 
purposes, the notes themselves. The same is true for rhythm – a 4/4 measure means the 
same thing on every sheet of music, regardless of changes to secondary parameters like 
timbre or dynamics. Secondary parameters, on the other hand, cannot be segmented such 
that its elements are proportionally related. For instance, ‘there is no relationship in the 
realm of dynamics that corresponds to a minor third or a dotted rhythm. And the same is 
true for tempo, sonority, timbre’ (ibid.). 
 Meyer writes that these ‘discrete, nonuniform relationships’ give music its syntactic 
structure. Syntax for this thesis simply means the rules and regulations that govern 
communication – just as written punctuation can dictate the syntax of a piece of literature, 
so do certain structures implemented by primary parameters such as ‘up-beat and down-
beat, leading-tone and tonic, dissonance and consonance’ (Eitan & Granot, 2009, 142-3). 
This syntax is mainly structured around closure, which is why primary parameters are 
considered the only feasible way for a piece of music to come to a suitable close. To continue 
the literature metaphor, an author could theoretically start or stop writing in the middle of 
a word or phrase, but there are rules to follow in order to produce a complete sentence, such 
as starting with a capital letter, including a subject and verb, and ending with a 
punctuation mark. For larger syntactic structure, like starting and ending a dissertation, 
there are other rules, such as including an introduction and a conclusion.  
In music, syntax on both a micro (e.g. a single chord) and macro (e.g. exposition and 
development/antecedent-consequent melody/a theme or phrase) level is traditionally 
governed by primary parameters; secondary parameters, due to their inability to be 
segmented and their nonproportional relationships, do not have this capability. Closure in 
music is ‘the sense of satisfactory conclusion that comes with the anticipated arrival at a 
state of comparative repose following tension or activity’ (Hopkins, 1990, 4). Tension and 
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activity in music, according to Meyer, comes only when primary parameters are used non-
uniformly. For example, an augmented chord (uniform major thirds) or a whole-tone scale 
(uniform major seconds) cannot ‘establish criteria for closure’ (Meyer, 1989, 14), but 
asymmetrical scales (e.g. the diatonic scale) or chords (major or minor) can be used to create 
syntactic structure such as phrases, tension and release, mobility and activity, articulations 
and motives, and closure. Therefore, due to musical syntax being a product of primary 
parameters, one or more of these parameters must ‘imply a particular point of conclusion’. 
Put another way, ‘randomly generated tones, antiphonal choirs, and ostinatos [syntax 
governed by secondary parameters] stop; a perfect authentic cadence [syntax governed by 
primary parameters] closes’ (Hopkins, 1990, 4, my emphasis). 
 The foremost stylistic feature of Filminimalism is its unique ability within film 
music to establish syntax, and consequently closure, through secondary parameters rather 
than primary ones.8 Melody and harmony in Filminimalism, while not necessarily absent, 
do not follow the syntactic constraints that govern functional harmony and tonality. 
Harmonic structure in Filminimal music is often static and unchanging, with many cues 
consisting of one chord for their entire length. Thus, cues do not end with cadential 
progressions, as there is no progression to speak of, and the idea of ‘traveling’ within music 
towards and away from the tonic chord is not possible in these cues. As primary parameters 
‘establish explicit functional relationships (such as tonic and fifth, subdominant and 
dominant) and specific kinds of closure (authentic or deceptive cadences)’ (Meyer, 1989, 
209), and Filminimalism does not depend on the tonal function of tones or chords for 
emotional signification, then primary parameters are at least deemphasised, and at most 
 
8 There is other music that stresses the use of secondary parameters over primary, such as atonal music, electronic 
music, as well as the focus of Hopkins’ book, the music of Gustav Mahler. 
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irrelevant, to this style of music. The primary parameter of rhythm is often eschewed 
completely in Filminimal music as well, as in some Levi and Johannsson works where notes 
are played at random, not in time with any regular metre. Even when rhythmic elements 
are used, however, such as the driving, quantised pulse of Reznor and Ross’s works, there is 
equal emphasis placed on all beats, thereby placing everything on equal metrical footing 
and eliminating the very concept of ‘temporal invariants such as on- versus off-beats or 
strong versus weak beats’ (Eitan & Granot, 2009, 143). Just as playing all twelve tones in 
the chromatic scale with equal volume at the same time would preclude harmonic 
structure, placing equal importance on every single beat essentially nullifies the rhythmic 
parameter. 
Often the only changes within an entire piece are to the secondary parameters: the 
piece could become louder or softer, the sounds might be run through an Equaliser and the 
timbre gradually changed, new instruments might be added or taken out; yet the 
traditional aspects that make music ‘music’ all stay the same throughout. For example, the 
cue “The Beast” from Sicario can be notated in a brief pitched phrase (melody and 
harmony) and a short percussive motif (rhythm),9 both of which are repeated ad nauseam. 
However, Johannsson is able to make from that a piece of music that constantly changes 
throughout its entire 1:50 runtime. Syntactic structure in this piece, as well as the majority 
of Filminimal pieces, is governed by secondary parameters. To begin or end a cue often 
means a fade-in or fade-out, and an increase or decrease in intensity is shown through 
crescendos and decrescendos (dynamics); motion away from the tonic ‘home’ chord could be 
a result of additional harmonics via a change in EQ (timbre);10 a cue might add instruments 
 
9 See Appendix V for a written notation of the cue. 
10 EQ, short for Equalisation, is the process of adjusting the relative volume level of specific frequencies within an 
audio signal. 
79 
 
or increase the rhythmic density to increase forward momentum, etc. (Meyer, 1983, 209). In 
1954, Norman Cazden (1954, 33) wrote that harmony is being  
revolutionised, not by a destruction of the old laws and the substitution of new ones, 
but by the entry into harmonic thinking of such factors as instrumentation, 
registration, dynamics, durational variation, the music and the damper pedal and 
pizzicato [i.e., secondary parameters], all of which have previously regarded as 
separate matters. 
 
Contemporary film music, and Filminimalism in particular, have not only revolutionised 
harmony in this way, but also rhythm and melody, as well as their governing syntactic 
structure.  
The emphasis on secondary over primary parameters can exist in Filminimalism 
due to the nature of film cues, as well as of minimalist and postminimalist music. Often, 
they do not need to close – narrative closure, and all narrative structure, is provided 
through the story of the film, so cues can begin and end seemingly on a whim. A cue might 
have multiple endings because it cuts out halfway through so the audience can hear the 
characters speak, or a cue might be repeated verbatim in multiple instances throughout the 
film. For film music, starting and stopping are more important syntactic guidelines than 
opening and closing, thus making secondary parameters at least as, if not more, 
appropriate to use than primary parameters. Also, as shown in the analysis of the 
‘constituent parts’ of Filminimalist music above, minimalism does not have transcendent 
melodies or intricate and extended harmonic progressions, and rhythm is often very 
regular, with equal emphasis placed on every beat. Therefore, as it is a combination of both 
film and minimalist music, I posit that Filminimalism is the first film music practice in 
which secondary parameters are used almost exclusively to create and govern the musical 
grammar of a film. 
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3.3: Films with Filminimal Music 
 
Now that the emergent properties of Filminimalist scores have been established, this 
section will discuss films that have scores that display these properties. In other words, 
what films should one watch if one were reading this thesis and wanted to hear this music 
firsthand? Filminimalism is not a perfectly uniform style in which all film scores that 
exhibit its properties sound exactly the same. In fact, some sound quite different. To better 
clarify this disparity, I have developed a scatterplot of the Filminimal ‘spectrum’ upon 
which certain films and composers occupy certain places.  
 
Example 3.1 
Films used in Example 3.1, sorted by X (elec→acous) values: 
• Blade Runner 2049 (dir. Denis Villeneuve, 2017) – (1, 15) 
• Gone Girl (dir. David Fincher, 2014) – (1, 2) 
• Ex Machina (dir. Alex Garland, 2015) – (2, 8) 
• Annihilation (dir. Alex Garland, 2018) – (3, 17) 
• The Social Network (dir. David Fincher, 2010) – (4, 4) 
• Steve Jobs (dir. Danny Boyle, 2015) – (6, 2) 
• Patriots Day (dir. Peter Berg, 2016) – (6, 11) 
• Her (dir. Spike Jonze, 2013) – (7, 14) 
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• The Girl with the Dragon Tattoo (dir. David Fincher, 2011) – (8, 10) 
• Gravity (dir. Alfonso Cuarón, 2013) – (10, 8) 
• Under the Skin (dir. Jonathan Glazer, 2013) – (11, 17) 
• Dunkirk (dir. Christopher Nolan, 2017) – (12, 7) 
• Arrival (dir. Denis Villeneuve, 2016) – (13, 9) 
• Transformers (dir. Michael Bay, 2007) – (13, 3) 
• Interstellar (dir. Christopher Nolan, 2014) – (14, 5) 
• There will be Blood (dir. Paul Thomas Anderson, 2007) – (16, 13) 
• Sicario (dir. Denis Villeneuve, 2015) – (17, 12) 
• The Conjuring (dir. James Wan, 2013) – (17, 20) 
• Jackie (dir. Pablo Larraín, 2016) – (19, 16) 
• The Witch (dir. Robert Eggers, 2015) – (20, 20) 
 
This scatterplot has two variables through which films can be filtered across a spectrum. 
The first variable, along the X-axis, is instrumentation. The films closer to the left side of 
the plot have scores with a higher concentration of electronic instrumentation, such as 
synthesisers, electric guitars, or computer-generated tones; those towards the right use 
mainly acoustic instruments, such as string orchestras, voice, or piano.11 The second 
variable, on the Y-axis, deals with rhythmic texture, and the scores with a busier, more 
cellular rhythmic texture will be placed lower along the axis than those with a more sparse 
and open texture. These two axes form four quadrants that film scores can occupy: (1 – 
bottom left) they can be written with electronic instruments and produce a busy texture 
with small cells and fast rhythms; (2 – top left) they can be written with electronic 
instruments and produce drone-like cells with little rhythmic consideration; (3 – bottom 
right) they can be written with acoustic instruments and produce a busy, cellular texture; 
and (4 – top right) they can be written with acoustic instruments and produce drone-like 
 
11 I recognise that advancements in technology have allowed near-perfect replication of acoustic instruments by 
electronic means, and that electronic music can be created from digital manipulation of acoustic source material – 
this is covered fully in Sergi Casanelles’ (2016, 57-72) chapter on ‘Hyperorchestration’ – so this axis is less of an 
indication of which scores are played on acoustic or electronic instruments and more of an indication of how the 
music sounds and presents itself to the audience.  
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layers with little rhythmic consideration. These variables were chosen for two reasons. The 
first reason is that they are both fairly obvious aural qualities of music, and thus easy to 
discern and use in a graph. The second, and more important reason, is to show graphically 
the range of film scores that exhibit Filminimal properties. Example 3.1 is also not an 
exhaustive list of all the films that have Filminimal music in their scores, though I posit it 
is a large enough sample size to act as a selective representation. There is a Filmography 
index at the end of this thesis that gives a much larger (though still not complete) list of 
films whose scores exhibit Filminimal properties. 
The films I believe best represent Filminimalism and all its unique and differing 
possibilities are the seven I have chosen to analyse for this thesis. These films are The 
Social Network (2010), The Girl with the Dragon Tattoo (2011), and Gone Girl (2014), all 
directed by David Fincher and scored by Trent Reznor and Atticus Ross; Sicario (2015) and 
Arrival (2016), both directed by Denis Villeneuve and scored by Johann Johannsson; and 
Under the Skin (dir. Jonathan Glazer, 2013) and Jackie (dir. Pablo Larraín, 2016), both 
scored by Mica Levi. These films are all represented in the graph above. As one can see, 
scores by Reznor and Ross primarily occupy quadrant (1) on the spectrum, on the bottom 
left. Their music is characterised by an electronic instrumentation such as synthesisers and 
electric guitars, a layered texture and repetitive form made from small, repeated cells, and 
a simple, often modal, harmonic palette. Other contemporary films that fit into this 
particular space, and more broadly the entire left half of the scatterplot, including quadrant 
(2), are character-driven dramas such as Her (dir. Spike Jonze, 2013), and Steve Jobs (dir. 
Danny Boyle, 2015),12 scored by Arcade Fire and Daniel Pemberton, respectively; other 
 
12 As opposed to films that are driven by their plot, character-driven films tend to rely on internal character 
development to forward their narrative rather than external factors. 
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films scored by Reznor and Ross, notably Patriots Day (dir. Peter Berg, 2016) and Before the 
Flood (dir. Fisher Stevens, 2016); and films scored by Atticus Ross with other collaborators, 
notably Blackhat (dir. Michael Mann, 2015 and The Book of Eli (dir. By the Hughes 
Brothers, 2010). The largest group of films that use this style of Filminimalism, however, 
are modern sci-fi films. These include Ex Machina and Annihilation (dir. Alex Garland, 
2015 and 2018), scored by Ben Salisbury and Geoff Barrow; Moon (dir. Duncan Jones, 
2009), and Ghost in the Shell (dir. Rupert Sanders, 2017), scored by Clint Mansell; Gravity 
(dir. Alfonso Cuarón, 2013), scored by Steven Price; Blade Runner 2049 (dir. Denis 
Villeneuve, 2017), scored by Benjamin Wallfisch and Hans Zimmer; and The Martian (dir. 
Ridley Scott, 2015), scored by Harry Gregson-Williams. 
 There are also many films that came out before The Social Network with music that 
could be placed in quadrants (1) or (2). There are heavy synth-laden action films such as 
TRON (dir. Steven Lisberger, 1982), scored by Wendy Carlos, Escape From New York and 
Assault on Precinct 13 (dir. John Carpenter, 1981, 1976), scored by Carpenter himself, 
Midnight Express (dir. Alan Parker, 1978) and Scarface (dir. Brian de Palma, 1983), scored 
by Giorgio Moroder, Blade Runner (dir. Ridley Scott, 1982), scored by Vangelis, The 
Terminator (dir. James Cameron, 1984), scored by Brad Fiedel, and Lola Rennt (dir. Tom 
Tykwer, 1998), scored by Tykwer himself. There are also films with a brighter, more ‘pop’-
like synth score, like Risky Business (dir. Paul Brickman, 1983) and Thief (dir. Michael 
Mann, 1981), scored by Tangerine Dream, Chariots of Fire (dir. Hugh Hudson, 1981), scored 
by Vangelis, and Beverly Hills Cop (dir. Martin Brest, 1984) and Beverly Hills Cop II (dir. 
Tony Scott, 1987), scored by Harold Faltermeyer. Even Horror films from the same time 
period use music that is closely related to contemporary Filminimalism: both of the main 
themes from The Exorcist (dir. William Friedkin, 1973), written by Mike Oldfield, and 
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Halloween (dir. John Carpenter, 1978), written by Carpenter himself, use an electronically-
created driving beat as the foundation of the tension in the film’s music, in addition to the 
scores for films like A Nightmare on Elm Street (dir. Wes Craven, 1984), scored by Charles 
Bernstein, The Thing (dir. John Carpenter, 1982), scored by Ennio Morricone, and The Keep 
(dir. Michael Mann, 1983), scored by Tangerine Dream, among others.  
The films with Mica Levi’s music occupy the opposite quadrant of the scatterplot, 
quadrant (4). The music in these films has little-to-no rhythmic foundation, and is 
primarily created with acoustic instruments, though often the sound those instruments 
produce has been electronically distorted throughout the post-production process. Besides 
the two films mentioned above that Levi scored herself, other films with music that fits this 
style are mainly contemporary horror films, including The VVitch (dir. Robert Eggers, 
2015), scored by Mark Korven, Hereditary (dir. Ari Aster, 2018), scored by Colin Stetson, 
Midsommar (dir. Ari Aster, 2019), scored by The Haxan Cloak, and the works of Joseph 
Bishara, including Insidious, The Conjuring, and The Conjuring 2 (dir. James Wan, 2010, 
2013, 2016, respectively). Mark Korven even created an instrument that acoustically 
creates the sounds used in contemporary horror films, what he calls the ‘Apprehension 
Engine’ – a machine that uses unnatural (though still acoustic) musical sources, including 
metal rulers, coiled springs, and guitar and violin strings.13 The music in these films is 
more of an unnatural ‘soundscape’ than an actual nondiegetic score because many of the 
standard traces of traditional music are simply not there. There are no harmonies or 
melodies, there are no set rhythms, and most percussive elements are there to surprise the 
audience and do not follow any rhythmic patterns. 
 
13 There is a video on YouTube called ‘Sound of the Nightmare Machine’ in which he talks about this instrument, 
and the music he created for the film The VVitch. URL: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1lTYPvArbGo. 
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 Residing somewhere between these two poles is the music of Johann Johannsson. 
The music in his films uses almost only acoustic instrumentation, and thus resides farther 
to the right in the scatterplot than even Mica Levi’s music. Yet, he combines ethereal drone 
swells with rigid and frenetic percussion sections and frequently straddles the line between 
quadrants (3) and (4). It is this area that houses the films whose scores I posit to be most 
closely related to Filminimalism. Composers whose work I would place in the same location 
as Johannsson’s on the graph are Brooke and Will Blair, and their work on the films Blue 
Ruin and Green Room (dir. Jeremy Saulnier, 2013 and 2015), I Don’t feel at Home in this 
World Anymore (dir. Macon Blair, 2017) and Wheelman (dir. Jeremy Rush, 2017), and Nick 
Cave and Warren Ellis, with their work on the films The Assassination of Jesse James by 
the Coward Robert Ford (dir. Andrew Dominik, 2008), The Road (dir. John Hillcoat, 2009), 
Hell or High Water (dir. David Mackenzie, 2016), and Wind River (dir. Taylor Sheridan, 
2017). A precursor to this style would be Herrmann’s cellular technique, as it used 
predominately acoustic instruments but focused on small, repeated cells; it is found most 
famously in his scores for films by Alfred Hitchcock such as Vertigo (1958), North by 
Northwest (1959), and Psycho (1960) (Cooke, 2008, 207-8). It is also in this area on the 
scatterplot that the Hans Zimmer-esque score resides. 
 Hans Zimmer is not the subject of this thesis, but his output is so vast and so 
integral to the stylistic and cultural changes seen in film music over the last two decades 
that any literature about contemporary film music would be remiss not to include him. He 
has had a distinguished and extensive career writing film music, spanning from Rain Man 
in 1988 (dir. Barry Levinson), to The Lion King (dir. Roger Allers and Bob Minkoff, 1994), 
to today: an output of over 150 films. He is best known for his work with director 
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Christopher Nolan on The Dark Knight Trilogy,14 Inception (2010), Interstellar (2014), and 
Dunkirk (2017), the last three of which have been nominated for Academy Awards. These 
six films with Nolan exemplify his composition and production style, which is described as  
one that blends orchestral elements with synthesiser drones, relies heavily on 
rhythmic patterns, low-profile ostinati, heavy percussion, and generally eschews 
prominent melodies. There is a distinct emphasis on timbre and texture, and virtually 
all sounds are blended, for example strings doubling synthesisers … it is quite possible 
that [Zimmer’s] commercial success and influence have been a factor in shifting the 
overall aesthetic in recent Hollywood film music (Hexel, 2014, 34, my emphasis). 
 
This thesis has already used many of these descriptors with regards to Filminimal music, 
so it stands to reason that Zimmer’s music, and the music made by his label, Remote 
Control Productions, is similar in many respects. Other films that fall into this category of 
Zimmer-esque music are primarily the family-friendly fodder of contemporary action 
franchises. The Transformers franchise is a perfect example of this style of music, as Steve 
Jablonsky, the composer for all five films thus far,15 worked under Zimmer in RCP. Other 
franchises include the Planet of the Apes Trilogy,16 the Pirates of the Caribbean franchise,17 
several of the Marvel films,18 and the Fast and the Furious franchise.19 Even recent 
contributions to action franchises that started decades ago are more Zimmer-fied – 
 
14 The trilogy consists of Batman Begins in 2005, The Dark Knight in 2008 and The Dark Knight Rises in 2012. 
15 Those five films are Transformers (2007), Transformers: Revenge of the Fallen (2009), Transformers: Dark of 
the Moon (2011), Transformers: Age of Extinction (2014), and Transformers: The Last Knight (2017), all directed 
by Michael Bay. 
16 The three movies in this trilogy are Rise of the Planet of the Apes (dir. Rupert Wyatt, 2011), Dawn of the Planet of 
the Apes, and War for the Planet of the Apes (dir. Matt Reeves, 2014, 2017). 
17 The subtitles for the five films in this franchise are The Curse of the Black Pearl, Dead Man’s Chest, At World’s 
End (dir. Gore Verbinski, 2003, 2006, 2007), On Stranger Tides (dir. Rob Marshall, 2011), and Dead Men Tell No 
Tales (dir. Joachim Rønning and Espen Sandberg, 2017). 
18 Particularly the films Iron Man 2 (dir. John Favreau, 2010, John Debney), Thor (dir. Kenneth Branagh, 2011, 
Patrick Doyle), Iron Man 3 (dir. Shane Black, 2013), Thor: The Dark World (dir. Alan Taylor, 2013), and Avengers: 
Age of Ultron (dir. Joss Whedon, 2015), music written by Brian Tyler. 
19 Particularly the last five films, Fast and Furious, Fast Five, Fast & Furious 6 (dir. Justin Lin, 2009, 2011, 2013), 
Furious 7 (dir. James Wan, 2015), and The Fate of the Furious (dir. F. Gary Gray, 2017), in which the music was 
written by Brian Tyler for four out of five films, as the music for Fast & Furious 6 was written by Lucas Vidal. 
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essentially, they have become more minimalist – than their predecessors. A comparison 
between a number of original films and their sequels/reboots will show that, while the 
former has recognisable and memorable themes, the latter has forgettable, factory-line 
music that is seemingly afraid to stand out and take the filmgoer’s attention away from the 
visual CGI spectacle.20 There are too many other films with similar scoring aesthetic and 
techniques to mention here, but currently, if an action/adventure film is released in 
theatres – particularly one in a franchise – it is more likely than not to adhere to the rules 
of this certain subset of Filminimal music.  
 This section has provided a list of contemporary films whose scores exhibit 
Filminimalist properties. The next three chapters will analyse the seven films that I posit 
best demonstrate these properties and act as representational cases for the films listed 
above. 
 
3.4: Conclusion  
 
This chapter has explored Filminimalism through a musical lens, detailing why it is best 
defined as a practice, and then analyzing both its musical customs that define it as a style 
and its musical associations that define it as a genre. To define the style of Filminimalism, I 
identified its constituent parts of form, texture, harmony, melody, and rhythm, and 
outlined how it emphasises secondary parameters over primary ones. This chapter then 
ended with a comprehensive list of films whose music has Filminimalist properties, plotting 
 
20 See, for example, Jurassic Park (dir. Steven Spielberg, 1993, music by John Williams) and Jurassic World (dir. 
Colin Trevorrow, 2015, Michael Giacchino); Alien (dir. Ridley Scott, 1979, Jerry Goldsmith) and Alien: Covenant 
(2017, Jed Kurzel); The Terminator (dir. James Cameron, 1984, Brad Fiedel) and Terminator: Genisys (dir. Alan 
Taylor, 2015, Lorne Balfe); and Spider-Man (dir. Sam Raimi, 2002, Danny Elfman) with The Amazing Spider-Man 
(dir. Marc Webb, 2012, James Horner). 
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them on a spectrum to show how they relate to Filminimalism as a whole, as well as other 
films in the genre.  
 The next three chapters will provide textural analyses of the scores of three 
composers, across seven films. These films were chosen based on multiple factors. As stated 
above, the scores are all different enough that they are representative of the full spectrum 
of music that can exhibit Filminimalist properties. They all have similar, interconnected 
properties, from which a pattern emerges that can be extrapolated to the Filminimalist 
practice as a whole, as well as unique properties that keep each close reading from being 
repetitive and redundant. Additionally, all seven films are significant Hollywood 
productions – they were produced and distributed by major production studios, they carried 
significant budgets, they star A-list Hollywood actors, they were shown at eminent film 
festivals,21 and they garnered both commercial and critical acclaim. On RottenTomatoes 
and Metacritic, two critic review-aggregation websites, the average rating of the seven films 
is 8.0/10 and 81/100, respectively, with an average of 89% of critics reviewing each film 
favourably. The production budgets range from $9 million for Jackie to $90 million for The 
Girl with the Dragon Tattoo, with an average of $41.2 million, and the box office returns of 
each film range from $5.2 million (worldwide) for Under the Skin to $369.3 million for Gone 
Girl, with an average of $163.7 million.  
The only two limited-release films were Jackie (508 theatres) and Under the Skin 
(176 theatres).22 All other films were screened nationwide in over 2,500 theatres in the 
 
21 Six of the seven films (all except The Girl with the Dragon Tattoo) were screened at (one or more of) Cannes, 
Venice, Toronto, London, New York, and Telluride Film Festivals, with four of the seven screened at multiple 
festivals. 
22 A domestic wide release is considered to be at least 600 theatres in the United States and Canada. 
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U.S.23 Also, six of the seven films (the exception being Under the Skin) received Academy 
Award nominations in some capacity, and three – Sicario, The Social Network, and Jackie, 
one from each composer – were nominated for Best Original Score, with The Social Network 
winning the award. Thus, for one, these are films that the general public is aware of; I am 
not choosing films no one has ever heard of simply to prove my hypothesis. Secondly, due to 
their success in every metric by which films are measured (box office sales, critical 
reception, festival appearances, award nominations), these films are objectively considered 
of high quality. These two parameters demonstrate that these films are culturally 
significant and make excellent candidates for textural analysis. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
23 The website BoxOfficeMojo has statistics on production budgets, domestic (U.S. and Canada) and worldwide (all 
markets) box office return numbers, and the number of theatres in which a film was shown. 
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Chapter Four: Embodied Simulation and the Film Music of 
Johann Johannsson  
 
 
 
4.1: Induced Emotions and Embodied Meaning  
 
This chapter will focus on two films, Sicario and Arrival (dir. Denis Villeneuve, 2015 and 
2016, respectively), and has two objectives: first, to detail how the scores for the films 
exhibit Filminimal properties, including listing their unique stylistic customs and the 
circumstances of their production; second, to analyse how the scores’ composer, Johann 
Johannsson, uses Filminimalism as a way to induce negative emotions like anxiety, fear, 
tension, and uncertainty in the filmgoer. For the latter, I draw on works within the field of 
Embodied Cognition, which frame affective meaning through the lens of the human body 
and one’s pre-conscious communication with music, which then ‘in turn, shapes cognition 
and consciousness’ (Ward, 2015, 155). This framework will be used to analyse specific 
scenes and musical cues from the films using the BRECVEMA Model of Emotional 
Induction, in which Juslin and Västfjäll (2008, 2013) introduce eight ‘Underlying 
Mechanisms’ that explain music’s ability to evoke emotional responses in humans. 
Scholars have long studied the effect of music in film, and the majority discuss this 
effect in terms of the meaning with which music imbues a film. While scholars have varying 
views on how this is accomplished, they all accept that music is used in film to convey 
meaning of some sort. Gorbman (1987, 58) states that meaning is created by the music and 
image primarily on a narrative level, that music ‘interprets the image, pinpoints and 
channels the “correct” meaning of the narrative events depicted’. Music can also convey 
meaning through semiotics, and utilise its ability to ‘communicate with an audience 
through its recognisable elements … in relation to the specific context of its appearance’ 
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(Donnelly, 2001, 2). Lehman (2018, 8) focuses his book Hollywood Harmony on musical 
meaning, and particularly meaning derived from harmony and tonality, like the ‘style 
topics’ mentioned in the introduction. Lehman and Caryl Flinn (1992) both also find 
meaning in the way music evokes a nostalgic response in the filmgoer.  
My approach to studying the role of music in a film differs from those above in two 
ways. Firstly, past scholars have focused predominantly on primary parameters, and 
particularly melody and harmony, and their relation to the narrative of the film. Gorbman 
(1987, 96), in analyzing the film Mildred Pierce (dir. Michael Curtiz, 1945) and its 
underscore by Max Steiner, mentions how a melody change signifies a change in the 
narrative of the film: ‘At the moment when Veda says “I won’t be caught dead in this,” a 
reaction shot shows a stunned Mildred in the hall having overheard. Now theme C plays in 
a minor key, in a lower register, and much more slowly – conventional ways of influencing a 
melody with darker or sadder connotations’. Kalinak (1992, 118), also analyzing the music 
of Max Steiner, this time for the film The Informer (dir. John Ford, 1935), again writes 
about how music communicates narrative information through recognisable semiotic 
elements as well as primary parameters:  
During the close-up of his face, the first five notes of an ascending minor scale 
introduce a short fragment of the tune “Rule! Britannia” which accompanies the 
next shot. Steiner has cast the quintessentially British melody into the unfamiliar 
minor, displacing its associations with British power and supremacy. These 
musical cues provide the key to [actor Victor] McLaglen’s cryptic facial expression. 
 
Secondly, all of the scores analysed in this thesis do not endeavour to create meaning in the 
same way the aforementioned scholars theorise. Filminimalism bypasses narrative, 
semiotic, and musical signification to focus on communicating emotional meaning. One can 
best explore how Johannsson’s scores for Sicario and Arrival do this through the concept of 
Embodied Simulation. As Juan Chattah (2015, 81) points out, ‘Current trends of film 
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scoring reflect a fading interest in the associative dimensions of music [e.g., ‘style topics’]; 
rather … it is primarily through embodiment, a hardwired process grounded in our 
physiology and cognition, that music functions … within film’. He then goes on to say 
‘Embodiment mediates signification, enabling the music to … trigger a myriad of bodily 
states, and ultimately to present a unique perspective on the discourse of characters in 
cinematic narrative’ (ibid.). Examining film scoring through the lens of embodiment, and 
the methodologies that apply it, affords one the liberty to interpret the meaning constructed 
by the music not through the lenses of narrative, semiotics, or culture, but as a pre-
cognitive and intrinsic form of corporeal communication.  
 Embodied Simulation, as defined by Wojciehowski and Gallese, is a ‘mandatory, pre-
rational, non-introspective process – that is, a physical, and not simply “mental” experience 
of the mind, emotions, lived experiences and motor intentions of other people’ (quoted in 
Ward, 2015, 168). This is a subset of the field within cognitive psychology called Embodied 
Cognition, as simulation can be perceived as an ‘experiential extension of cognition’ (Tikka, 
2006, 143). With this assumption, empathy and emotional contagion do not develop from 
one’s conscious understanding of what another human is feeling, but rather a pre-conscious 
mapping of one’s own body onto another’s. It is through the use of what is known as the 
Mirror Neuron System (MNS) that this is possible (ibid., 142). The MNS is the human way 
of understanding and interpreting another’s actions and intentions.1 The most relevant use 
of the MNS is its correlation to empathy: ‘individuals who scored higher on an empathy 
scale activated this system [the human auditory mirror system] more strongly, adding 
evidence for a possible link between the motor mirror system and empathy’ (Gazzola, Aziz-
Zadeh, Keysers, 2006, 1824; quoted in Ward, 2015, 172). 
 
1 For a full list of what the MNS assists and enables, as well as all sources, see Ward, 2015, 172. 
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This leads to the idea of ‘Feeling of Body’ – a theory which assumes the primacy of 
the body in receiving meaning from one’s senses of the world and other people. It enables 
one, by using ‘our body’s innate capacity for feeling into another’s affective state’, to have 
‘more direct and less cognitively-mediated access to the world of others’ (Wojciehowski and 
Gallese, 2011, 7; quoted in Ward, 2015, 157). The terminology used by Gallese, 
Wojciehowski, and Ward is starkly different to that which came before them. Gorbman 
(1987, 4), for example, writes how film music is cognitively mediated: ‘it inflects the 
narrative with emotive values via cultural musical codes. A music cue’s signification – 
eerie, pastoral, jazzy-sophisticated, romantic – must be instantly recognisable as such in 
order to work’. Yet cultural musical codes, as well as ‘pure musical codes’ and ‘cinematic 
musical codes’ (ibid., 3) must first be consciously learned and ingrained before they can be 
instantly recognisable and, thus, before they can be affective. However, understanding 
music through ‘Feeling of Body’ affords one a ‘direct and less cognitively-mediated’, ‘pre-
rational’, ‘non-introspective’, and ‘noncognitive’ (Ward, 2015, 186) route to interpreting 
emotions and empathetically creating them in oneself, a route that can circumvent 
conscious attention and learned processes. 
Embodied Simulation and the concept of Feeling of Body are used in this chapter to 
explore how a filmgoer can experience a film through his or her own body, and connect on a 
corporeal level with the film’s protagonist. This is connected to the larger discipline of 
phenomenology, which is the study of human experience and how one experiences the world 
through their own subjective point of view (Gallagher, 2012). This discipline is incredibly 
broad and covers many different subjects under its umbrella, and this thesis is not the place 
for an in-depth examination of it; however, one would also be remiss to exclude at least a 
cursory discussion of the phenomenological potential of film music. Other scholars have 
found that it is primarily through embodiment that both film and music function 
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phenomenologically, and thus I will do the same. Miguel Mera (2016, 4) notes ‘cinema’s 
immersive connection to the human body’; Vivian Sobchack (2004, 76) describes attending a 
film as ‘an experience of seeing, hearing, touching, moving, tasting, smelling in which our 
sense of the literal and the figural might sometimes vacillate’. Pia Tikka (2006, 142) 
connects embodiment and phenomenology by noting that unconscious, embodied knowledge 
states are ‘remarkably excessive with regards to the amount of experiential information 
they supply to the brain’; Jenny Chamarette (2012, 2) writes that the specific ‘film 
phenomenology’ approach she takes in her book is ‘an approach towards bodies … and 
towards the relationship of bodies to the world around them’. Chattah (2015, 112) even 
notes that ‘contemporary film composers aim to create a phenomenological score, employing 
a wide range of techniques to elicit embodied meanings’. To the above scholars, and in this 
thesis, phenomenology and embodied cognition are used interchangeably. Phenomenology 
attempts to explain how one experiences the world, and I have found the best way to 
communicate the cinematic experience of particular Filminimalist scores is through 
Embodied Simulation. 
 Using the concept of Embodied Simulation, if one were to look at music as an ‘aural 
presence that is designed to simulate a bodily experience of feelings, mood and emotions, 
and, consequently, thoughts’ (Ward, 2015, 173), it stands to reason that film music can act 
corporeally upon a filmgoer, and that the primary way one would receive the emotional 
information being conveyed by the music is through the body and MNS. However, the 
connection is even closer than that; Gallese and Wojciehowski (quoted in Ward, 2015, 168) 
write that Embodied Simulation is like the viewer being pulled into the characters’ body, ‘as 
if he or she were performing a similar action or experiencing a similar emotion or 
sensation’. This ‘pre-rational’ and ‘direct’ connection does not allow the filmgoer the choice 
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of mediating their own emotive experience, and is used to great effect in creating the 
sensation of the filmgoer not being in control – what I call Involuntary Participation.  
Involuntary might be a confusing word, as the filmgoer undoubtedly volunteers to go 
see a film, can walk out at any time, and goes to a film known for being tense and thrilling 
likely because they enjoy the sensation of being thrilled.2 Ben Winters (2008, 12) states 
that, because audience members become willing participants in a game of make believe, one 
cannot experience true emotion but rather simulates the emotion he or she believes the 
character in the film is feeling. He specifically mentions that fear experienced from a horror 
film is fictionalised, what he terms ‘cinematic-fear’ (ibid.). Noël Carroll (1990, 80-81) uses 
the term ‘art-horror’ to define the same phenomenon, but claims that it instead can 
generate genuine emotion rather than pretend emotion, and that ‘genuine fears can be 
generated by thought contents entertained as a result of the representational content of the 
fiction’. I agree with Carroll, and consider films to represent the ‘irreal’, a term used by 
Sobchack (2004, 258) to describe works of fiction that occupy a space between the real and 
the not real. Sobchack states that, while the ‘not real’ is judged against the ‘real’, and is in 
contradiction to it, the ‘irreal’ is not judged against the ‘real’, and in fact the ‘real’ is not 
taken into consideration at all when experiencing the ‘irreal’ (ibid.). Thus, while it is a 
‘basic fact of narrative fiction’ that ‘the diegesis … is constructed by the viewer [and] only 
takes place in his or her mind’ (Heldt, 2013, 51), and the cinema experience is entered into 
voluntarily, I posit that experience can create real emotions that are involuntary in the 
sense that one is subjected to a ‘Feeling of Body’ and made to participate in the emotions 
and experiences of the film characters, without conscious realisation. Through Involuntary 
 
2 Sicario and Arrival can both be considered tense and thrilling at times. 
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Participation, one feels the emotions of the characters onscreen not due to musical or 
cinematic codes, but because one experiences the film from within those characters’ bodies. 
 I posit that film music, and particularly Filminimal music, can communicate with 
filmgoers through direct, unmediated affect via the ‘Feeling of Body’ and Embodied 
Simulation. Yet Embodied Cognition has not been used as a perspective with which to 
study Filminimalism, or film music in general. In Ward’s chapter, ‘Art in Noise’ (2015, 155-
186), he only references films’ sound design. In his own words, ‘this chapter focuses not 
upon the usual targets of speech and music in soundtrack discourse, but that mongrel form 
of sound variously referred to as effects or noise’ (ibid., 156, his emphasis). Ward’s chapter 
contains useful information about Embodied Cognition on a theoretical level, but for a 
practical close reading of a film score, it is of little use. Gallese and Wojciehowski, from 
whom Ward borrowed the terms ‘Feeling of Body’ and Emotional Simulation, did not even 
get that far: ‘Embodied Simulation has been recently applied to cinema … but their focus 
has been unimodally limited to visual imagery … my [Ward’s] contribution to the research 
rests in locating a basis for embodied meaning in the sonic induction of affect’ (ibid., 
318en2). 
The work of Danijela Kulezic-Wilson, though noting that it is possible for a film to 
challenge the primacy of narrative and encoded signification in its soundtrack, examines 
every aspect of the soundtrack other than music – sound design, silence, and film itself.3 
Others have applied embodied cognition to film: Sobchack’s Carnal Thoughts (2004), 
Tikka’s “Cinema as Externalization as Consciousness” (2006), Gallese and Michele Guerra’s 
“Embodying Movies” (2012), and Kathrin Fahlenbrach’s Embodied Metaphors in Film, 
 
3 See “Sound Design is the New Score” (2008), “The Music of Film Silence” (2009), and The Musicality of 
Narrative Film (2015), respectively. 
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Television, and Video Games: Cognitive Approaches (2015) all view film through the lens of 
embodiment and simulation, although music is almost nonexistent in their work. Henning 
Albrecht and Clemens Wöller, in their chapter “Metaphors and Embodied Meaning in Film 
Music: The Case of Leitmotifs” in Embodied Metaphors, and Chattah in “Film Music as 
Embodiment” (2015) have done work that is most similar to mine here, as they have used 
Embodied Cognition as a framework for musical analysis. However, none of their musical 
examples would be considered Filminimal; they all exemplify vertical synchronous 
interaction and exclusively detail how specific changes in the primary parameters of 
melody, harmony, and rhythm give additional context to the content of the image it 
accompanies.4 
 
Underlying Mechanisms and the BRECVEMA model 
 
To appropriately address how Filminimalism is used to convey embodied signification, this 
chapter will use the BRECVEMA model put forth by Patrik Juslin in his 2013 paper “From 
Everyday Emotions to Aesthetic Emotions: Towards a Unifying Theory of Musical 
Emotions” – an expansion of the model of “Underlying Mechanisms” by Juslin and Daniel 
Västfjäll from 2008. The BRECVEMA model is ‘a multi-level framework that aims to 
explain emotional responses to music in terms of a large set of psychological mechanisms’ 
(Juslin, 2013, 235). The eight mechanisms are:  
1. Brain Stem Reflex 
2. Rhythmic Entrainment 
3. Evaluative Conditioning 
4. Contagion (Emotional Contagion) 
5. Visual Imagery 
6. Episodic Memory 
7. Musical Expectancy 
8. Aesthetic Judgment 
 
4 This is mentioned towards the end of section 1.6; see pp. 26. 
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This model posits that the best way to study music’s ability to stimulate emotional affect in 
a listener is by ‘develop[ing] theories about the precise mechanism “mediating” between 
musical events and experienced outcomes’ (ibid., 238), in which a musical event is simply 
any ‘specific constellation of music, listener, and context’ (ibid., 235, his emphasis).5 The 
study of these mechanisms can ‘explain why these emotions occur’ (ibid., 238, his 
emphasis), and how they affect the filmgoer. Before detailing the eight mechanisms and 
their ability to induce emotions, however, it is helpful to implement certain conceptual 
distinctions between closely-related terminology used in the next three chapters, such as 
affect, emotion, feeling, and arousal.  
According to Juslin and Västfjäll (2008, 561), affect is ‘an umbrella term that covers 
all evaluative – or valenced (i.e., positive/negative) – states such as emotion, mood, and 
preference’. Essentially it is used as a catchall. Emotions, on the other hand, are more 
specific: they are ‘relatively intense affective responses that usually involve a number of 
sub-components – subjective feeling, physiological arousal, expression, action tendency, and 
regulation – which are more or less synchronised. Emotions focus on specific objects, and 
last minutes to a few hours’ (ibid.). The sense of brevity, as well as the synchronised and 
involuntary physiological responses, are of particular importance; emotions can change 
rapidly and without an audience member being conscious of them. A feeling is ‘the 
subjective experience of emotion (or mood). This component is commonly measured via self-
report and reflects any or all of the other emotion components’ (ibid.). Compared to 
emotions, which are subconscious, feelings are what one believes those emotions mean, 
though the two are not necessarily equal. Lastly, arousal is the ‘activation of the autonomic 
 
5 For the context of this thesis, a Filminimalism musical event would be a filmgoer in a theatre hearing Filminimal 
music during a film 
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nervous system (ANS). Physiological arousal is one of the components of an emotional 
response but can also occur in the absence of emotions (e.g., during exercise)’ (ibid.). Intense 
scenes in films such as Sicario and Arrival therefore would affect the filmgoer, perhaps 
arousing a fast heartbeat or rapid breathing. This could possibly then lead to an emotion 
being experienced by the filmgoer, who would then interpret that emotion as the feeling of 
being scared, thrilled, nervous, excited, or otherwise. 
The eight Underlying Mechanisms that make up the BRECVEMA acronym are: 
brain stem reflex, rhythmic entrainment, evaluative conditioning, contagion, visual 
imagery, episodic memory, musical expectancy, and aesthetic judgment (Juslin, 2013, 235). 
The brain stem reflex refers to ‘a process whereby an emotion is induced by music because 
one or more fundamental characteristics of the music are taken by the brain stem to signal 
a potentially important and urgent event that needs attention’ (ibid., 241). These reflexes 
are ‘quick, automatic, and unlearned’ (ibid.), and they reveal the ‘impact of auditory 
sensations – music as sound in the most basic sense’ (Juslin and Västfjäll, 2008, 564, their 
emphasis). An example would be when silence is followed by a sudden loud chord or 
percussion, as such an event could be reminiscent of a loud clap of thunder or the presence 
of a predator and therefore cause alarm in the filmgoer. 
The second mechanism, Rhythmic Entrainment, is the name given to the ‘process 
whereby an emotion is evoked by a piece of music because a powerful, external rhythm in 
the music influences some internal bodily rhythm of the listener’ (Juslin, 2013, 241). For 
example, one’s heartbeat or breathing can become regulated by the music and slow down or 
speed up in accordance with it. 
The third mechanism is Evaluative Conditioning, which is ‘a process whereby an 
emotion is induced by a piece of music simply because the stimulus has often been paired 
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with other positive or negative stimuli’ (ibid.). This is the foundational mechanism that 
makes leitmotifs so effective in films; the association of the first time one hears a motif 
reverberates throughout subsequent hearings. 
The fourth mechanism, Emotional Contagion, refers to ‘a process whereby an 
emotion is induced by a piece of music because the listener perceives the emotional 
expression of the music, and then “mimics” this expression internally’ (ibid.). This 
mechanism is closely related to the Mirror Neuron System, as defined earlier. 
The fifth mechanism is Visual Imagery, which refers to ‘a process whereby an 
emotion is evoked in the listener because he or she conjures up inner images … while 
listening to the music’ (ibid., 242). This mechanism is the least helpful in Filminimalism, 
and film music as a whole, due to the ubiquity of images accompanying the music, so the 
audience has very little room to create their own inner images from the music. However, in 
Sicario and Jackie there are scenes in which the imagetrack is purposely unobtrusive and 
acts as a blank canvas upon which the visual imagery mechanism is able to occur. 
The sixth mechanism, Episodic Memory, refers to ‘a process whereby an emotion is 
induced in a listener because the music evokes a personal memory of a specific event in the 
listener’s life’ (ibid.). Also known as the ‘Darling, they’re playing our tune’ phenomenon 
(ibid.), this mechanism is, again, not helpful in Filminimalism analysis, as it impacts each 
filmgoer individually and, thus, is not pervasive enough to be used as a comprehensive 
method of study. 
The seventh mechanism is Musical Expectancy; this is ‘a process whereby an 
emotion is induced in a listener because a specific feature of the music violates, delays, or 
confirms the listener’s expectations about the continuation of the music’ (ibid.). As first 
proposed by Meyer in his aforementioned 1956 book Emotions and Meaning in Music, this 
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mechanism is ‘based on the listener’s previous experience of the same musical style’ (ibid.), 
and relates to, in essence, where one expects the music to go (e.g. after the first verse of a 
pop song one would expect to hear a chorus). 
The eighth and final mechanism is Aesthetic Judgment, and, in addition to Rhythmic 
Entrainment, was added by Juslin in his 2013 paper to the six mechanisms originated by 
Juslin and Västfjäll in 2008. It can only occur when ‘certain aspects of the music’s form and 
content are evaluated by the listener with regard to their value as art’ and relies ‘more on 
“higher” cognitive functions, domain-relevant knowledge … [and is] strongly (although not 
exclusively) influenced by cultural variables’ (Juslin, 2013, 247). Juslin formed this 
mechanism to incorporate ‘“appreciation emotions” such as admiration and awe’ (ibid., 235). 
As these emotions are subjective and critical evaluations of the music itself, and do not 
represent an Embodied Simulation of the film characters within the filmgoers, this 
mechanism will not be used in the films’ close readings.  
 As can be seen in Appendix VI, the mechanisms in the BRECVEMA model are 
placed in a specific order according to how innate or learned they are. Juslin (2013, 242) has 
placed them in what he called Evolutionary Order, which ‘refers to the approximate order 
in which the seven [he excludes Aesthetic Judgment because it developed so recently] brain 
functions may be hypothesised to have appeared during evolution’. The simple ability to 
derive meaning from sound and react accordingly (brain stem reflexes) developed in 
humans long before the ‘development of an inner imagination (as reflected in [the 
mechanism of visual] imagery), which requires mental representations that are “detached” 
from direct sensory stimulation’ (ibid.). This developed before the ability to process 
syntactic and lingual rules, which is a necessary prerequisite to the mechanism of musical 
expectancy.  
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Regarding its ability to convey ‘Feeling of Body’ and Embodied Meaning, 
Filminimalism induces emotions mainly through the more primitive mechanisms – brain 
stem reflex, rhythmic entrainment, evaluative conditioning, emotional contagion, and, less 
frequently, visual imagery – because these are the ones that develop earliest in ontological 
development, and also require the least amount of cultural impact and learning, so they can 
cross cultural boundaries and induce affect in all humans at the embodied, pre-conscious 
level. Because Filminimalism relies primarily on secondary parameters for emotional 
signification, and secondary parameters are ‘able to shape experience with minimal 
dependence on learned rules and conventions’ (Meyer, 1989, 209), it follows that 
Filminimalism would be able to affect filmgoers through earlier-evolved, pre-learned 
mechanisms. Filminimalism also uses the later-evolved mechanisms like musical 
expectancy and aesthetic judgment against the filmgoer, producing music that defies what 
one would ordinarily expect from those mechanisms.  
Film music is both created and consumed as an aural accompaniment to a series of 
moving images. Thus, the score’s ability to induce emotion specifically via the visual 
imagery mechanism is hindered to varying degrees, based on the amount of visual 
information on screen. Showing a film in theatres entails screening it for many people at 
once (i.e., an audience); thus, the episodic memory mechanism is not useful in analysis, 
because it is highly subjective and could vary greatly between different audience members. 
Music with Filminimal properties uses secondary rather than primary parameters to 
govern its syntactic structure and communicate emotional meaning. Thus, mechanisms 
that do not require learned conventions are more effective; later-evolved mechanisms can 
also be used to evoke emotions by going against the expectations of the filmgoer. These are 
all unique contributions from this thesis, and function as a way to adapt Juslin and 
Västfjäll’s model to include analysis of contemporary film music.  
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This chapter will analyse the Filminimal properties in Johann Johannsson’s scores 
for the films Sicario and Arrival, and use this proposed framework – one that examines 
emotional induction through the lens of ‘underlying mechanisms’ – to illustrate how these 
scores evoke emotional responses in filmgoers through Involuntary Participation, and 
particularly how they use Filminimalism to achieve this by means of the viewers’ ‘Feeling of 
Body’.  
 
Note on Filminimalism  
I would initially like to temper any preconceptions about the prevalence of Filminimalism 
in these films, and in film scoring in general. While these films do accurately represent 
Filminimalism as it is defined and used in this thesis, none are perfect representations, and 
not every cue can be analysed to fit all criteria. One must take the score as an ‘integral part 
of a complex multimedia whole and a larger cultural cinematic practice, rather than just as 
an offshoot of one preexisting stylistic tributary [e.g., Filminimalism] or another’ (Lehman, 
2018, 6). Hollywood films serve the story above all else, and sometimes film music must be 
flexible in that service and change according to the needs of the story, whether that is using 
music stereotypical of another film genre or, as we will see in this thesis, using non-
Filminimal music in a predominantly Filminimal score. As Gorbman (1987, 73) suggests in 
her view of Classical Hollywood cinema, a film score can violate any compositional or 
narrative principle in service of fulfilling another. One example from Sicario would be the 
cue titled “Desert Music”. It appears at 1:16:04 in the film, after Kate survives a murder 
attempt, and the focal point of the cue is a solo cello melody – the first time anything 
resembling a melody is heard in the score. As there is a discernible and prioritised melody, 
and a harmonic structure that moves away from the Emin tonic (mainly to the iv [Amin] 
104 
 
and VI [Cmaj]), this cue does not exhibit the properties of Filminimalism established above, 
yet it serves the narrative of the film.  
Before analyzing how certain aspects of Filminimalism are used in the score, it is 
helpful to know which aspects are used, and if some are emphasised over others. As stated 
above, the key characteristic of Filminimalism is that it places more emphasis on secondary 
parameters than primary ones. Parameters like dynamics, tempo, instrumentation, and 
timbre are the aspects of a piece that discernibly change over the length of the cue, whereas 
primary parameters like melody, harmony, and rhythm tend to stay relatively unchanged. 
This characteristic of the style stays true for the music in Sicario. The following analysis 
sections will concentrate on how the primary and secondary parameters of the music relate 
to each other. In addition to prioritising secondary parameters, the score for Sicario also 
exhibits Filminimal properties such as a unique instrumentation and texture, a use of 
repetition and non-melodic motifs, and a simple and static harmonisation, creating a 
unique yet genre-conforming Filminimalist score.6 
 
4.2: Sicario 
 
Sicario is a 2015 action crime-drama directed by Denis Villeneuve and written by Taylor 
Sheridan. It is set at the border between the southwestern United States and Mexico, and 
follows Kate Mercer (played by Emily Blunt), an idealistic and law-abiding FBI agent. After 
a failed raid on a cartel safe house, Kate is recruited by a covert government task force, led 
by Matt Graver (Josh Brolin) and the mysterious Alejandro (Benicio del Toro), to help catch 
 
6 Filminimalism as a genre has many scores that conform to it, yet, because it is so new and one of its defining 
characteristics is a lack of conforming to traditional Hollywood film scoring practices, many different scores may 
sound distinct while still falling under the generic umbrella of Filminimalism. 
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the men responsible. Along the way she experiences a terrible new world and is mentally, 
physically, and morally tested. 
The music for Sicario was written by the late Icelandic composer Johann 
Johannsson, in his second collaboration with Villeneuve. Their first film together was 
2013’s Prisoners, and they have since worked together on Arrival in 2016 (which will be 
analysed next). Besides his works with Villeneuve, Johannsson is best known for his music 
in The Theory of Everything (dir. James Marsh, 2014). Before working in film music, 
Johannsson composed concert music, mainly for orchestra, and was known for combining 
acoustic recordings of archetypal orchestral instruments and processing them 
electronically. He credits a wide range of sources as inspirations of his own personal style, 
including The Velvet Underground & Nico, an album by The Velvet Underground from 
1967; his parents’ large collection of classical music, including Bach, Handel, Brahms, and 
Schubert; and, later on, American and European Minimalism, the likes of Steve Reich and 
Philip Glass for the former and Arvo Pärt and Michael Nyman for the latter (Collider, 
2015). 
 As Johannsson tells it, he was involved in the production process on Sicario almost 
from the beginning: ‘I was involved from before they started shooting. I went to the set, 
drove around, and visited the locations and the studio where they were shooting the tunnel, 
for example. Very early in the process, I was absorbing influences and getting a sense of the 
atmosphere and the feel of the film’ (ibid.). He credits Villeneuve for allowing him the 
freedom to create music without any restraints, and even encouraging him to do so. 
Johannsson says ‘I feel that he [Villeneuve] wants to hear music that he hasn’t heard 
before—music that’s challenging and that pushes the envelope in some way … he always 
responds to the most extreme ideas that I send him. You know, it’s never the kind of 
middle-of-the-road, it’s always the most extreme, the most daring’ (Deadline, 2015). That 
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freedom and trust carried over to the post-production process, in which Villeneuve and the 
film’s editor Joe Walker would send Johannsson a rough edit with no temp music, and 
Johannsson would send them back a piece of music to try in a certain scene. This back and 
forth would continue until all three of them were satisfied with the end product (Collider, 
2015). 
In the multiple interviews Johannsson gave after the movie came out, he 
consistently discusses how he and Villeneuve wanted the music to emulate ‘a threat, 
coming from under your feet, deep under the surface of the scorched earth of the 
Chihuahua desert’ (Variety, 2015). He describes the two themes of the music to be ‘this idea 
of music coming almost from underground, and this sort of warlike, martial rhythm. And 
then there’s also this idea of the sadness of the desert and the melancholy [sic] of the border 
areas’ (Deadline, 2015). With reference to the first theme, Johannsson likens it to ‘the 
throbbing heart of a beast charging at you’ (Variety, 2015). To create this feeling of violence 
and beastliness, Johannsson says he focused on two features: a heavy drum presence and 
low-pitched instruments. His first instinct, when faced with both the story presented in the 
script and the locations scouted to shoot the film, was the drums: ‘the percussion came first, 
and then I started to weave the orchestra into it’ (Deadline, 2015). This was in pursuit of 
the first of the two main themes, and specifically the ‘warlike, martial rhythm’, to 
accompany Kate’s life as a militarised FBI agent and the overarching war of American law 
enforcement against Mexican drug cartels. To add in the ‘deep under the surface of the 
scorched earth’ sound, Johannsson turned to instruments that could create that growling, 
predatory sound: ‘I decided to focus on the low end of the spectrum—focus on basses, 
contrabasses, low woodwinds, contrabassoon, contrabass clarinets, and contrabass 
saxophone’ (ibid.). 
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Filminimalism in Sicario 
 
Johannsson mentions in his interviews that the instrumentation was the aspect of the score 
that he started with. While it would not be unusual for composers to write out a piece or a 
cue on a piano and then transfer it with the help of an orchestrator to different 
instruments, Johannsson started with the instruments and then created the music from 
there. He particularly knew from ‘very early on’ (Collider, 2015) that there would be a 
heavy drum presence, as noted earlier. The main other source of music is a 55-piece 
orchestra, in which Johannsson uses instruments from the ‘low end of the [frequency] 
spectrum’. As stated above, he uses bass and baritone varieties of many orchestral 
instruments to provide the main motifs and themes of the film. Johannsson uses these two 
instrument groups, low strings/woodwinds and percussion, almost exclusively: there are 
multiple cues in the score in which that is all one hears, the higher-pitched instruments 
being reduced to barely-noticeable background textures or, sometimes, not appearing at all. 
He maintains a high level of fidelity to his original intentions by recording each section of 
the orchestra separately (ibid.), rather than the tried-and-true method of recording 
everyone together.7 This allows him an exceptional amount of flexibility in the post-
production process to create unique and mutable sounds, timbres, and instrument 
combinations, and he takes full advantage of that flexibility, claiming that around one-third 
of the entire score happens in post (Deadline, 2015). Johannsson also describes his score as 
‘very spectral, and very much about texture and rhythm rather than melody’ (Collider, 
2015).8 
 
7 There are many images and videos online of classically-trained composers like John Williams and Max Steiner 
conducting an entire orchestra as the imagetrack plays in the background. 
8 I believe Johannsson here is not referring to the ‘Spectral movement’ of the 1970s and is instead referring to the 
aesthetic idea of music sounding ethereal and not ‘grounded’, in a sense, in traditional melodic or harmonic practice. 
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 Repetition is another of the core tenets of Filminimalism, as it was for 
Postminimalism before it, and Johannsson uses it often in Sicario. Cues such as “The 
Beast” (timestamp – 24:00), “Target” (timestamp – 1:37:13), “Surveillance” (timestamp – 
1:08:52), and others are made entirely of repetition: they have one or two small cells (no 
more than 10 seconds in length) that do not change,9 repeating over and over and over until 
the cue ends. For example, the cue “Target” consists of a repeated low E2 pedal from the 
basses, and at the end of each iteration there is a brief flutter of pizzicato strings around 
the Emin chord. The cue “Surveillance” consists entirely of a repeated pattern played on 
pitched percussion: 
   
Example 4.1 
These are key examples of the ‘short, repetitive rhythmic patterns’ (Johnson, 748) that are 
mentioned above as the rhythmic foundation of Filminimalism. However, unlike 
Minimalism, which often uses repetition to add layers and complexity (this process is called 
‘additive modular repetition’ [Botha, 2017, 126]), Johannsson uses it without anything 
added or subtracted in subsequent repetitions – the ending motifs or cells are the same as 
they were at the beginning. Repetition is one of the main ways through which the music in 
the film facilitates the filmgoer’s embodied ability to ‘feel into’ Kate’s affective state, and 
how it does so will be covered in the close reading section. 
In addition to repetition within the same cue, Johannsson also makes use of motifs, 
a form of repetition over multiple cues, throughout the film as a whole. A motif, in the 
context of film music, is ‘a distinctive musical passage that is repeated (and varied) 
throughout a musical text’ (Kalinak, 1992, 15), and often correlates the primary parameter 
 
9 They change in certain secondary parameters like dynamics and timbre, but the notes, rhythm, tempo, etc. stay the 
same. These secondary parameter changes will be covered later in this section. 
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of melody with a specific character, location, or theme within the film.10 However, the 
musical passages that are repeated throughout the score for Sicario are not melodic, nor 
even that distinctive. For example, the C2-A1 “The Beast” motif heard at 4:35, 24:00, 
1:27:54, and during the end titles at 1:55:18, is a glissando between two pitches: 
  
Example 4.2 
The drum beat that accompanies it in “The Beast” (Example 4.1) can also be considered 
motivic, as it is heard multiple times in the film, notably at 24:50, 1:08:52, and 1:26:17. The 
third repeated motif heard in the film is first heard in the cue “Convoy” (timestamp – 29:31, 
also at 1:23:23), and consists of basses and cellos playing a rapid ostinato between B2 and 
C3: 
  
Example 4.3 
These motifs behave much like the cells from which structure is generated in Minimalism, 
as they are often repeated many times in a row, and any variation on the iterations come 
from a change in secondary parameters (such as EQ or dynamics) rather than changes to 
primary parameters such as the pitches themselves or harmonies around them. Thus, 
Johannsson takes the style topic of motivic repetition, which is closely related to primary 
parameters, and uses it to establish secondary parameters as the agents of change within 
the score.  
As it does with melody, this score also sidelines harmonic structure. More 
specifically, it eschews functional harmonic progressions, and progressions of any kind. The 
 
10 There are certainly harmonic and rhythmic motifs in film music – the Native American “tom-beat” is a notable 
example – however, melodies are the most common, most noted, and most famous. 
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overall harmonic system for Sicario seems very simple because it is all in one key – that of 
E minor. In fact, every single cue in the score is in E minor, or at least contains the notes of 
an Emin chord, save for one – a cue named “Melancholia” (timestamp – 1:56:40). However, 
as “Melancholia” only plays during the end credits, and not during the diegetic narrative of 
the film, it is not relevant to this discussion.  
Although every cue in the diegetic filmic narrative uses notes from the key of E 
minor, there are no chord progressions or harmonic indications to establish that key. There 
is no dominant to tonic motion (V-i), nor tonic to sub-dominant (i/I-iv) – in fact, there is no 
harmonic motion at all. Every cue is harmonically static, starting in E minor, continuing in 
E minor, and ending in E minor. This would not be a surprise for a percussive cue like 
“Surveillance”, or a cue with a single drone throughout, as in “Balcony” (timestamp – 
1:47:30), yet even the full-length cue “Desert Music” stays in E minor throughout.11 The 
cello melody resides squarely within the E natural minor scale, and the drone notes 
accompanying it are fixed in an Emin triad.  
All of this points to the score of Sicario being primarily modal, and specifically 
residing in the mode of E Aeolian, which would consist of the seven notes of the G major 
scale, except centred around E rather than G. For example, the “Beast” cue shown above 
(Example 4.2) is made of a descending minor third, from C2 to A1 – both notes within the 
mode – as well as the B2 and C3 found in the “Convoy” music above (Example 4.3). The cello 
melody in “Desert Music” does not contain a D♯, so there is no cadential sequence of a 
leading tone resolving to the tonic, but rather a C3-D3-E3 (♭VI→♭VII→i) modal cadence. 
Cues like “Fausto” (timestamp – 1:42:40) and “Balcony” are made of tones within the 
E Aeolian mode that are held for minutes, but without any motion or need for resolution. 
 
11 The cue in the film is only just over a minute in length, however it is 5:08 on the soundtrack album. 
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There are also pieces like “Convoy” and “Armoured Vehicle” (timestamp – 0:00) that make 
use of random musical notes as purely added sound, making use of their loudness and 
suddenness to provoke an audience response, overriding and disregarding any harmonic 
placement those notes may have. Still other pieces like “Surveillance” use only unpitched 
percussion instruments, so they cannot be added into any discussion on harmonisation. 
Sicario, in keeping with my observation about Filminimalism in scores, 
underutilises, and sometimes ignores, primary parameters. Therefore, due to the absence of 
discernible melodies and functional harmonies, secondary parameters are used to create 
change and motion within the music, or else it would become stale and sedentary. 
Johannsson does this through his use and variation of dynamics and timbre; he is able to 
keep the audience engaged by varying little else of the actual music. “The Beast” cue is a 
perfect example of the effect dynamics can have on a piece. The C2-A1 descending bass motif 
(Example 4.2) does not change throughout the entirety of the cue. The same can be said for 
the drum motif (Example 4.1) that accompanies it. Between 24:00 and 25:50, the bass motif 
is heard a total of twelve times – yet the primary parameters of each iteration are exactly 
the same. There would be no difference in notation between the first [very soft] instance, 
the eighth [very loud] instance, or the twelfth [very soft again] instance, except for the 
dynamic markings and [de]crescendos. The slow but inevitable climb from the pianissimo 
first instance of the motif (timestamp – 24:00) to the fortissimo top of the parabolic 
trajectory with instances seven, eight, and nine (timestamp – 25:10) is incredibly affective 
via the Brain Stem Reflex and Visual Imagery mechanisms, as will be explained in the 
close reading section. Any change in the length or pitch of the tones, or tempo of the 
percussion, would have moved the focus of the music away from the dynamics, and stripped 
the cue of its efficacy. It is comparable to a roll of thunder, with the accompanying certainty 
that it is getting steadily closer and there is nothing one can do to stop it. 
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Varying timbre is another effective way of preventing a cue with no changes to its 
primary parameters from becoming tedious. The cue “Surveillance” in the film is simply the 
drum motif used in “The Beast” (Example 4.1) repeated ad nauseum, but Johannsson again 
uses dynamics to create momentum and motion as well as EQ to change the timbre of the 
drums. As the drums start, their higher frequencies are muted, so all the audience hears 
are the lower frequencies; this makes the instruments sound muffled, as if they are far 
away or in another room (Casanelles, 2016, 65). As the drums get louder their higher 
frequencies are blended back in, resulting in a completely different sound. Just when the 
audience becomes accustomed to the new timbre, Johannsson cuts the high frequencies 
again, but this time without lowering the volume, creating more instability and motion.  
This section has looked at the Filminimalist properties of Johann Johannsson’s score 
for Sicario, examining the characteristics he has used and those he has not. As this section 
has shown, the Sicario score certainly belongs in the genre of Filminimal Music, yet when 
compared to a score like that of The Girl with the Dragon Tattoo or Gone Girl, it sounds 
completely different. These film scores are also entrenched in the genre of Filminimalism, 
so why do they sound like they inhabit a vastly different sound world? More specifically, 
what makes the Sicario score, and Johannsson’s music in Arrival, unique? When it comes 
to Sicario, the score for this film selects practices that are traditionally used to create a 
Classical era score and uses them to create Filminimal music. For example, Johannsson 
uses a large symphony orchestra for the majority of the score, a practice frequently used 
since the beginning of recorded film music. It is not at the top end of orchestra sizes (Star 
Wars: Rogue One [dir. Gareth Edwards, 2016], for instance, used a 110-piece orchestra and 
a 90-piece mixed choir), but 55 musicians are certainly enough to be considered a full 
symphony orchestra. Johannsson also wrote entirely for acoustic, orchestral instruments 
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(with the exception of the electric six-string bass in “Melancholia”, as mentioned before) 
(Deadline, 2015). 
At first glance this could seem the opposite of what Filminimalist composers strive 
to do, which is to minimise the number of instruments, and especially acoustic instruments, 
in their score. However, Johannsson does reduce the number of unique instruments by 
focusing more on one end of the frequency range and using many more bass and baritone 
instruments than a typical symphonic score. Rather than sacrifice numbers, he shifts the 
concentration of instruments to give the bass section power over the rest of the strings: 
instead of violins and violas and cellos dominating the acoustic space, it is the string basses, 
and instead of trumpets or flutes or clarinets carrying the music, it is the contrabassoons 
and the contrabass clarinets. Furthermore, he divided the orchestra up into sections and 
recorded them all separately. He does not use the orchestra as one large instrument, with 
many parts playing in harmony, but instead he breaks up those parts and gives himself the 
freedom to mix and sync them in any way he finds necessary.  
 Another trope that Johannsson turns on its head is that of the motif. Motifs are 
generally discarded in Filminimalism because of their memorability and propensity to 
dominate the aural space of a film, which are both concepts Filminimalism avoids. 
Johannsson uses them sparingly, choosing to reference only two prominent motifs, the “The 
Beast” descending bass motif and the “Convoy” Jaws-like motif, more than once in the film. 
He also breaks two of the cardinal rules about motif construction in that neither contain 
melodies, and neither of them is varied when played the second time.  
In conclusion, Johannsson’s score for Sicario has Filminimal characteristics in all 
aspects of the music, from the creation process through the production and editing 
processes. As a classically trained composer and musician, he took ideas from what he knew 
best and moulded them to create a hybrid Filminimal-Symphonic score, using the latter as 
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a foundation and adding all the trimmings of the former. The next section will be about why 
he has done this. For what purpose or goal did Johannsson use Filminimalism in this score? 
How effectively does this score accomplish that purpose or goal? 
 
Induced fear and tension in Sicario – Close Reading 
 
As previously mentioned,12 director Denis Villeneuve stated his goal for the music of Sicario 
was to create the sound of a ‘threat’ (Variety, 2015). He and Johannsson had a film whose 
narrative was tense and rife with threatening situations, and they wanted to replicate that 
in the score. According to critics, they certainly succeeded: noted critic Mark Kermode 
mentions in his review how the music is ‘ominous’ and ‘hopeless’, and how Hans Zimmer’s 
work sounds ‘upbeat’ in comparison (TheGuardian, 2015). So how does Johannsson create 
the sound of a threat through his music? More specifically, how does Johannsson simulate 
the Embodied Meaning of a threat and induce that affect in the viewer?  
He does this by relating the music to the main character, Kate. Gallese and 
Wojciehowski’s ‘Feeling of Body’ concept ‘provides the audience with a mechanism by which 
they may “know the mind” of a fictional character’ (Ward, 2015, 182), which we can then 
combine with the BRECVEMA method to apply that concept to film music. Johannsson 
links the score with Kate by (1) playing the vast majority of the cues when she is on screen, 
and (2) mimicking her emotions with the music. As Kate is put into tense and frightening 
situations, the filmgoer involuntarily participates as well; the music acts as a bridge, 
connecting the filmgoer and Kate by mapping the latter’s affective state onto the former. 
 The journey of Kate is the primary narrative in Sicario. She is the main character 
and protagonist, and the audience experiences the narrative as she does. This is an 
 
12 See pp. 106. 
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example of Third Person Limited narration, where the filmgoer does not literally see 
through her eyes – as in the point-of-view (POV) shot – yet both Kate and the filmgoer 
learn information at the same time, and almost every scene in the film is either about her 
or includes her on screen. Kate is the one the filmgoer follows, and her character arc is 
what begins and ends the film. Thus, because the score aims to facilitate a connection 
between Kate and the filmgoer, almost all of the music is heard when Kate is on screen. 
There is a total of 40 minutes and 34 seconds of music in Sicario, not including the end 
credits. That is out of a total of about 115 minutes, or just over one-third of screen time. 
However, of those ~40 minutes of music, 34 minutes and 51 seconds accompanies a scene in 
which Kate is either directly onscreen or we are following her and her colleagues’ action – 
86% of the music in the film plays when Kate is the narrative focus. The music is 
undoubtedly tied to Kate, and, in particular, to times when Kate is engaged in something 
potentially threatening and dangerous. Of the near 35 minutes of Kate-music, only 5 
minutes and 21 seconds of that is played when Kate is not in any immediate danger or 
partaking in potentially dangerous situations. That means 29 minutes and 30 seconds of 
the score, roughly 85% of the Kate-music and 73% of the total music in the film, is 
dedicated solely to situations in which Kate would experience tension and fear. Therefore, 
simply due to the proximity between the music and Kate’s narrative presence, the filmgoer 
would sense an association between the two. The Filminimal music mimics her emotions 
and simulates them in the body of the filmgoer, creating another level of connection 
between themselves and Kate. This mimicry and simulation will be analysed in the 
following close reading section.  
 Another general observation about the score is that it is almost entirely in an E 
minor mode. While this topic was described in detail in the previous section on 
harmonisation, the question to answer now is why the whole score was written this way. 
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Firstly, it adds a cohesiveness to the entire score; each cue truly sounds like a continuation 
of the last. Since the tone and narrative of the film are one-dimensional, Johannsson does 
not have to simulate multiple emotional states in the filmgoer, but rather must simulate 
one (fear) multiple times throughout the film. Using the same set of notes paints the entire 
film with the same brush; he does not have to rely on leitmotifs to Evaluative-ly Condition 
the audience, but can create a whole new cue and simply use the same minor mode. The 
mode itself acts as a sort of leitmotif, priming the audience with fear-inducing cues like 
“The Beast” and “Convoy”; thus, when a softer cue like “Desert Music” is played later, the 
filmgoer, due to multiple instances of Evaluative Conditioning, still feels anxiety and fear. 
Secondly, the use of one key for the entire film violates the filmgoer’s Musical Expectancy. 
In many films, different cues would have different tonic centres, and cues are known to 
modulate even within themselves,13 akin to Lehman’s ‘pantriadic tonality’ (2018, 10). By 
keeping the same mode throughout, Johannsson is defying the audience’s concept of 
cinematic musical codes (Gorbman, 1987, 3), and inducing ‘emotions related to violation of 
musical expectancies [which] might include anxiety and surprise, as well as thrills’ (Juslin, 
2013, 242). 
The next two sections will close read two specific scenes and explore, through the 
BRECVEMA framework, how the emergent Filminimal properties in Johannsson’s music 
convey Embodied Meaning and induce emotions in the filmgoer. The first scene analysed is 
the first scene of the film, where Kate and her team raid a cartel-related house. This scene 
acts as a baseline for Kate and her emotional responses to dangerous situations. The second 
close reading will be of the cue “The Beast”, during which Kate begins a journey to Juarez, 
 
13 See Appendix VII, a cue sheet from Unheard Melodies (Gorbman, 1987, 122) in which a cue modulates from E, 
to C, to Gmaj. 
117 
 
Mexico, to complete a dangerous mission. However, in contrast to the raid sequence, here 
Kate is out of her element and frightened, and the music will reflect this difference and 
induce it in the body of the filmgoer. 
 
The House Raid 
It is commonplace for a film that focuses on a singular character’s inner journey to start 
with a scene that shows us that character in her comfort zone and establishes her character 
before disrupting her life in a big way and sending her down the path the narrative takes in 
the film. For example, the first time the audience sees Michael Corleone in The Godfather 
(dir. Francis Ford Coppola, 1972), he is a happy, honourable soldier, and wants nothing to 
do with his family’s business. Likewise, the film The Fellowship of the Ring (dir. Peter 
Jackson, 2001) first shows Frodo and Sam in their peaceful life of tranquillity and revelry 
before they are tasked with taking the One Ring to Mordor. In Sicario, that scene is a raid 
Kate and her FBI Kidnap Response Team carry out on a suspected Mexican cartel safe 
house. The scene begins with Kate and her team in the back of an armoured FBI truck. The 
vehicle then breaks through the walls of the house, and Kate and her team move with 
swiftness and precision to incapacitate the occupants. She even successfully evades gunfire 
and kills the man shooting at her. She is clearly very comfortable in this position, and the 
dialogue in the conference room in the following scene confirms she has led her team ‘for 
three years’, has ‘been kicking doors since day one’, and that she is ‘five and oh’ in raids 
that include Officer-Involved Shootings (OIS) (timestamp – 8:23-8:45). The events that 
occur as a direct result of the raid – the discovery of the dozens of bodies in the walls and 
the shed explosion that kills at least three of her men – are what set Kate’s journey in 
motion and are the triggers that prompt her to join Matt and Alejandro.  
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In the very first shot of Kate, the first time the audience sees her face on screen, she 
is in a very dark location when a beam of light cuts through the air and surrounds her,14 
like a halo – a not-so-subtle indication that she is a beacon of good in the vast blackness of 
evil she lives and works in. She and her team enter and move through the house with the 
professionalism and ruthlessness needed in law enforcement, and her first words after the 
raid is completed are “The truth”, in response to someone asking what he should tell a US 
attorney about the raid (timestamp – 4:21). As stated in the next scene, she has ‘been 
through the meat grinder since she got here and she hasn’t blinked’. Villeneuve takes great 
care to show that she believes in ‘Truth, Justice, and the American Way’: she speaks and 
tells ‘the truth’, even when it is unnecessary and hard, she is a law-enforcement officer, and 
she is clearly fighting to make the United States a safer, drug-free country.15 These are all 
positive qualities that would endear the protagonist to an audience from the outset: she is a 
respected leader, she handles difficult circumstances with poise, and she is morally 
principled.  
 The cue that accompanies this scene, titled “Armoured Vehicle”, is used to establish 
Kate as confident and in control of her environment, and, through Rhythmic Entrainment, 
to simulate those emotions in the filmgoer. The cue starts with a simple drum beat – the 
metre just a repeating  pattern, played on what sounds like timpani or floor-
toms. It starts over the production logos and title cards and continues throughout the 
entirety of the cue until it suddenly cuts off at 2:05, when the armoured FBI vehicle 
smashes through the walls of the cartel safe house. This drum beat never varies in tempo – 
it stays at a steady 92 BPM (Beats Per Minute) for the full cue – changing only in volume, 
 
14 See Appendix VIII for images. 
15 This is Superman’s Motto. 
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starting unintelligibly low and ending loud. The Rhythmic Entrainment mechanism posits 
that music can simulate Embodied Meaning by hijacking physiological processes to beat at 
the same tempo, or ‘“lock in” to a common periodicity’ (Juslin, 2013, 241). By locking in the 
filmgoer’s pulse or breathing to the 92 BPM of the drums, Johannsson locks the filmgoer in 
with Kate, as the music is simulating her state-of-mind during the raid. The beat is 
elevated from a normal resting heart rate of approximately 50-70 BPM, but slower than 
normal exercise rates of 100-140 BPM, indicating she is not experiencing an emotion which 
would fill her with adrenaline and boost her heart rate, like fear or anxiety. She is in 
control of her mind and body, and the music entrains the filmgoer as to not allow them to 
become too scared or anxious as well. Such entrainment, Juslin (2013, 241) writes, 
‘stimulated by a strong pulse, as evident in techno music, march music, and certain types of 
film music, can increase arousal, but may also arouse feelings of communion (e.g. ‘feeling 
connected’ and ‘emotional bonding’)’ (his emphasis). The filmgoer immediately feels a bond 
with Kate and her team through the music, and because of that he or she is not scared 
leading up to the action scene, but excited and confident in a positive outcome. When the 
raid finally does occur, at 2:05, all music cuts out, signifying how Kate is now on autopilot. 
She has blocked out any notice of her surroundings, even the sounds of her pulse and 
breathing, as she focuses solely on the task at hand. This silence only lasts for a minute 
(timestamp – 2:05-3:10), but it brings security to the audience, and it shows that this house-
clearing routine has happened many times before.  
However, starting with the discovery of the bodies in the wall and, later, the huge 
explosion (timestamps – 3:30 and 6:34, respectively), Johannsson also uses this scene to 
plant the seeds of fear and doubt – those that now plague Kate – in the filmgoer, with the 
cue “Drywall” (timestamp – 3:10). During the buildup to the raid, the most notable feature 
of the score was the drum beat. It started the cue and was often the only music heard; the 
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low E2 drones at 0:40, 0:52, and 1:02 were secondary. However, after the raid, the drone 
notes become note clusters and supersede the rhythm, and, through the Brain Stem 
Reflexes and Emotional Contagion mechanisms, evoke negative affect in the filmgoer.  
As Kate and her partners are tearing apart the drywall from 3:30-3:50, there are 
three distinct swells in the strings, each more dissonant than the last, with the final one 
(timestamp – 3:48) emphasising high frequencies and note clusters to create sensory 
dissonance. Whereas musical dissonance (and consonance) is an ‘evaluative notion 
contingent upon compositional styles and musical vocabulary’, sensory dissonance, like the 
kind conveyed here, ‘is quantifiable by measuring the psychological phenomenon of 
“beating” manifested in the cochlea’ (Chattah, 2015, 87). Because ‘the presence of beating 
(or roughness) when hearing two dissonant pitches … creates a feeling of irritation’, and 
‘the more pitches simultaneously sounding, the increasing probability for dissonant 
relations among the various pitches’ (ibid.), as each iteration of the three swells adds more 
distinct pitches, each one is more dissonant than the last. This dissonance causes an 
involuntary Brain Stem Reflex in the filmgoer to feel irritated, as previously noted, as well 
as tense and physically uncomfortable. When this music is then combined with the image 
and sound of Kate feeling physically nauseous (timestamp – 3:43-4:01), the filmgoer ‘feels 
into’ her body via Emotional Contagion and experiences the sensation of nausea 
themselves. The dissonance and tension within the music enables unmediated Embodied 
Simulation between Kate and the filmgoer, due to the filmgoer’s Mirror Neuron System and 
‘its ability to mirror-match observed action to produce motor resonance and simulation of 
the observed within the observer’ (Ward, 2015, 169). 
The second disorienting experience from the raid is the huge explosion from the 
shed. The section of the cue immediately following has no percussion whatsoever, providing 
no corporeal connection for the filmgoer to latch on to via Rhythmic Entrainment. Instead, 
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it is mainly a low-pitch drone note with the high-frequency overtones cut out with EQ, 
which acts as the musical manifestation of Kate’s head pounding and her ears ringing from 
the percussive blast of the explosion, simulating the same embodied affect in the filmgoer 
through Emotional Contagion. Similar to the POV shot, this technique – in which all sound 
in the audiotrack is made to sound as it would to a singular character – is called ‘point of 
audition’ (Chion, 1994, 88). POA sound creates a particularly effective ‘feeling of body’ 
because it forces the filmgoer to ‘receive … and perceive that [sonic] information in the 
same way that it is perceived by the character’ (Wierzbicki, 2016, 165). It is also at this 
moment that Johannsson places his first ‘Beast’ (Example 4.2) descending bass motif 
(timestamp – 6:57), priming the audience for Evaluative Conditioning when they hear it 
repeated later. The music then gradually builds in volume and adds more high-frequency, 
dissonant layers. There is then a smash cut to Kate turning on the shower (timestamp – 
7:14),16 in which the sudden, loud noise of the showerhead ‘increase[s] arousal and evoke[s] 
feelings of surprise’ in the filmgoer through the Brain Stem Reflex (Juslin, 2013, 241). Just 
like Kate, the filmgoer is now tense enough to jump at otherwise innocuous situations. The 
transformation from in-control and excited to jumpy and nervous takes a total of 7 minutes 
and 15 seconds, and this raid is the triggering event for both Kate’s inner journey and the 
emotional journey of the filmgoer. 
 
“The Beast”  
The first close reading above provides a detailed analysis of Kate in an environment in 
which she is comfortable and has a certain amount of power. She is the leader of her SWAT 
team, and she is able to perform the house raid her way. However, her character’s arc 
 
16 A Smash Cut is a technique in film where one scene abruptly cuts to another for aesthetic, narrative, or emotional 
purpose. 
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throughout the rest of the film is one of subjection to forces outside of her control, whether 
they be the CIA agents with whom she joins the taskforce, the cartel members, or just the 
environment in which she finds herself entrapped. This arc starts during the raid with the 
bodies in the wall and the bomb in the shed, but the trip into Juarez, Mexico is where she 
first realises how little control she has. That trip takes approximately thirteen minutes of 
runtime, and consists of Kate and her taskforce travelling to Juarez to extract a high-level 
target and transport him safely back over the border into the United States. Within this 
sequence, we find the second close reading of this section – its beginning scene (timestamp 
– 24:19), in which the convoy travels from Texas to Juarez. 
 In this scene, Kate and her crew (including Matt and Alejandro) travel from their 
base in El Paso, Texas, over the border into Mexico. Kate does not know any of the men 
with whom she is travelling – the longest she has known anyone there is Matt, for about 24 
hours – nor is she told any of the details of the trip.17 Alejandro even tells her, and the 
filmgoer for whom she is a surrogate, that “Nothing will make sense to your American ears. 
And you will doubt everything that we do” (timestamp – 22:53). Both Kate and the audience 
are in the dark as to who anyone is, those both on her side and the unseen forces they will 
come up against. At this point, Kate has no narrative importance; she is, quite literally, 
along for the ride, both she and the filmgoer are involuntary participants in the upcoming 
violence. As she says to Matt, “I just want to know what I’m getting into” (timestamp – 
23:30). Throughout this scene, and the entirety of the Juarez sequence, the overwhelming 
emotions Kate is experiencing are powerlessness – due to the lack of control she has over 
the situation, and even her own personal well-being – and dread that stems from the 
 
17 Kate is the only woman in the entire sequence. 
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knowledge that something will happen but she (1) does not know how, when, or where it 
will take place, and (2) cannot do anything to prevent it.  
 The cue that accompanies this scene from 24:00–25:50 is titled “The Beast”, taken 
from the nickname Steve (Jeffery Donovan) gives to the city of Juarez. The structural 
properties of this cue have already been thoroughly detailed in the previous section, but to 
recap: there are two repeating musical aspects to the cue – a drum beat (Example 4.1) and 
a descending string bass glissando (Example 4.2).18 The drum beat has a tempo of over 200 
BPM, and the string bass motif is a glissando that starts at a C2 (65 Hz) and descends to an 
A1 (55 Hz). There are twelve instances of the bass motif and, after the percussion fades in, 
for each bass instance there are four repetitions of the percussion pattern. There are also 
drone notes that fade in and out throughout the cue, but these two are by far the most 
memorable aspects of the music track. There are two nonmusical aspects of the soundtrack 
in this scene as well: the spinning blades of a helicopter and the drone of SUVs driving 
along the road. This section will close read these four aural elements and demonstrate how 
they facilitate the filmgoer ‘feeling into’ Kate’s emotional state by inducing a sense of dread, 
despondency, and powerlessness through the Brain Stem Reflex, Visual Imagery, Rhythmic 
Entrainment, and Emotional Contagion BRECVEMA mechanisms.  
Emotional Contagion occurs when the music expresses an emotion and the filmgoer 
mimics that emotion within themselves. This is one of the primary ideas behind Film Music 
as a genre – from when it was first created until today, it has been used as a channel to 
communicate and express emotional meaning. In the case of the cue “The Beast”, the 
emotion this mechanism conveys is sadness, or despondency. Whilst the overwhelming 
emotion of the scene and the cue is dread, powerlessness, and fear, Johannsson uses this 
 
18 For an approximate notation of the cue, see Appendix V. 
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mechanism to induce a small sense of melancholy in the filmgoer. Juslin (2013, 258) gives 
four examples of features that convey a sorrowful expression – ‘minor mode, slow tempo, 
low pitch, and descending contours’, and the bass motif in “The Beast” cue perfectly 
exemplifies all four features. The C2-A1 glissando covers three semitones, or a minor-3rd 
interval. Towards the end of the cue, the drone of the SUVs becomes prominent, adding an 
F♯ to the notes of A and C, creating a diminished chord – two stacked minor-3rds. The bass 
motif is also very slow: the glissando itself takes over six seconds from beginning to end, 
followed by a space of four more seconds before the next instance starts. Thus, each 
instance takes approximately ten seconds to repeat. Additionally, while the percussion has 
a tempo of 200+ BPM, each motif moves at ¼ of that speed, so it feels like it has a tempo of 
~50 BPM. Thirdly, the notes, as established above, are extremely low-pitched. The motif 
slides between the frequencies of 55 Hz and 65 Hz, both well below the frequency the 
average male voice can speak or sing, and not too much higher than the lowest frequencies 
humans can hear as music (~30 Hz). And lastly, the motif is in a constant descent. Though 
each instance of the motif starts with a recognisable C2, it almost immediately starts its 
glissando towards the A1, not pausing until it has reached it. These four features of the bass 
motif induce sadness in the filmgoer through the mechanism of Emotional Contagion. 
However, this mechanism is the least prominent of the four mentioned above, and the 
sadness the filmgoer feels is dwarfed by the dread and powerlessness that are induced by 
the other three.  
Rhythmic Entrainment is when the music influences the internal bodily rhythms of 
the filmgoer, such as heartbeat and breathing. Harrer and Harrer (quoted in Juslin, 2013, 
241) observed that listeners tend to sync their heartbeat, breathing, or both, to the music, 
allowing the music to ‘drive’ their pulse rate if it were to speed up. The cue discussed here 
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has two primary features – the percussion and the bass motif – and I posit that each one is 
entrained to a different bodily process. The percussion influences the heartbeat of the 
filmgoer, as the two rhythms attempt to ‘adjust towards and eventually “lock in” to a 
common periodicity’ (ibid.). However, as the tempo of the percussion is so fast – above 200 
BPM – the filmgoer’s heartbeat would start to race to catch up. If the two rhythms locked 
in, the filmgoer’s heartbeat would be above the average maximum pulse for an adult.19 
While the filmgoer’s heartbeat would not reach perfect entrainment with the pulse of the 
percussion, it would nonetheless ‘adjust towards’ it, causing an elevated heart rate, which 
can then ‘spread to other components of emotions, such as feelings’ (ibid.).  
The bass motif, in contrast, is incredibly slow and drawn out. This feature of the 
music influences the breathing rhythm of the filmgoer. The instruments used – string 
instruments are known to have ‘voice-like features’ (Juslin, 2013, 242) – in addition to the 
descending glissando cause the bass motif to evoke the feeling of breathing. However, the 
constant downward motion and increasing volume, rather than entrain the filmgoer’s 
breathing rhythm with the tempo of the motif, work to force the breath out of the filmgoer’s 
lungs, applying unrelenting pressure on his or her breathing mechanism through Rhythmic 
Entrainment. The filmgoer, then, could potentially have a racing heartbeat and be taking 
rapid breaths, leading to a feeling of powerlessness within one’s own body, as the music has 
hijacked its functions. 
The third mechanism that can explain how the filmgoer feels into Kate’s emotional 
state is that of Visual Imagery. This cue has three aspects to it that can conjure visual 
images in the filmgoer: descending pitch frequency, a slow tempo, and an ascending volume 
level. As Chattah (2015, 84) describes it, ‘pitch frequency is motion in vertical space … 
 
19 The average maximum heart rate for a human is 220-[Age]. 
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upward motion correlates with increasing pitch frequency, and downward motion with 
decreasing pitch frequency’. The cue in this scene has only descending pitch frequencies, 
invoking the image of a descent into a subterranean world that lurks beneath the earth in 
the landscape shots seen throughout the cue,20 perhaps into the dwelling place of a ‘beast’. 
The bass line starts low and descends lower. Whereas a high-pitch-to-medium-pitch descent 
would visually portray someone or something falling from the sky, for example, “The Beast” 
starts at the bottom – ground level – and continually sinks lower and lower, heading 
towards the underworld, an underground pit filled with fire and brimstone. Second, 
Chattah gives the visual metaphor of ‘tempo is speed of physical movement’ (ibid., 83), and 
third, volume is closely tied visually to the concept of proximity. These two schemas 
combine in the slow tempo and continuous crescendo in “The Beast” to create the visual 
image of this subterranean pit (or perhaps a ‘beast’ from within the pit) travelling towards 
Kate and the filmgoer at a slow, but persistent, pace. Conversely, one could visualise Kate 
herself being propelled towards the pit and the beast. Either way, both Kate and the 
filmgoer are powerless to stop this relentless march towards danger, producing in them the 
feelings both of dread and the powerlessness to stop it.  
Kate knows this journey is one that will end badly, but the music is saying that 
there is nothing she can do to stop it from happening, and that she is continually getting 
closer and closer to the negative outcome awaiting her at its end. Furthermore, in addition 
to the visual metaphors conjured by the structural properties of the music, the imagetrack 
of the film throughout the cue is purposely bland and uninteresting. There are seven shots 
in the first 1:07 of the scene,21 and they are all landscape shots with no eye-catching aspects 
 
20 See Appendix VIII. 
21 See Appendix VIII. There are two screenshots taken from the same camera shot, thus there are eight pictures of 
seven shots. 
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that can distract from the visual imagery of the music – the colours are all beiges and 
browns, there are no sharp contrasts between dark and light, the motion of the camera over 
the landscape is slow and smooth, and there is no moving object on screen to follow. The 
landscape shots act as a metaphorical blank canvas upon which the filmgoer imprints the 
imagery that the music evokes within them. 
The final mechanism used in “The Beast” to facilitate embodied simulation is the 
Brain Stem Reflex. In this mechanism, music is treated not as an artistic creation but as a 
series of sounds that affect the filmgoer through one’s unlearned, physiological responses 
rather than one’s semiotic understanding of the music’s communicative significance. In this 
sense, the nonmusical sounds in the cue hold just as much importance as the music does, 
and can convey embodied meaning as well. One example of this is the helicopter rotor. 
From 24:17 to about 24:47 (when the drums come in) the sound of the spinning rotor is the 
only element of rhythm in the soundtrack. It is a very fast beat, somewhere between 350-
400 BPM, which is too fast for any significant Rhythmic Entrainment, but not fast enough 
to create a continuous tone. Instead, the speed of the rotor creates an infrasonic sound wave 
of about 5-7 Hz, adding to the physical unease felt by the audience.  
Infrasonic frequencies are known to cause ‘headaches, difficulty concentrating, 
irritability and fatigue’ in humans, in addition to the ‘sensation of aural pain or pressure’ 
(Salt and Hullar, 2010, 12). The low frequencies of the helicopter and the basses are very 
powerful in terms of physical affect, especially as the volume of the cue crescendos to almost 
unbearable levels. Mera (2016, 6) writes how ‘loud and/or low-frequency sounds permeate or 
even invade the body’, and that the ‘visceral quality of the sound results in a hierarchical 
organisation of the senses where sound blocks out rational processes’, in a process dubbed 
“Sonic Dominance” by Julian Henriques. According to Henriques, ‘sonic dominance occurs 
when and where the sonic medium displaces the usual or normal dominance of the visual 
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medium’ (2003, 452; quoted in Mera, 2016, 6). This is exactly what happens in this cue – 
the visuals are uninteresting and contain no eye-catching structural properties, so the 
music takes control of the filmgoer’s cinematic experience, causing stress and anxiety 
through (1) the low frequencies of the bass motif and the helicopter, and (2) the ‘beating’ on 
the inner ear from ‘two dissonant pitches’ (Chattah, 2015, 87) that is produced by the 
tritone interval of the F♯ of the SUVs and the C of the bass motif.  
Kate has undergone an emotional transformation from the raid she leads in the first 
scene of the film to the trip to Juarez she takes in “The Beast” scene. In the first scene, she 
is confident in her abilities and in control of her situation. In the second scene, she is 
neither; instead, she dreads what is going to come and feels powerless to do anything about 
it. These four underlying mechanisms facilitate the filmgoer’s ability to ‘feel into’ Kate’s 
transformation, producing within them via Embodied Simulation the same emotions she is 
experiencing.  
 
4.3: Arrival  
 
The next film to be analysed is the 2016 film Arrival, again directed by Denis Villeneuve 
and featuring a score composed by Johann Johannsson. This film marks the third, and 
final, collaboration between the pair. Arrival tells the story of Dr. Louise Banks (played by 
Amy Adams) an expert linguist and translator, as she and her colleague Dr. Ian Donnelly 
(Jeremy Renner) attempt to communicate with aliens who have arrived on Earth. As she 
becomes more and more capable of understanding them and their language, she begins to 
have weird ‘memories’, later realising these memories are actually visions of the future. By 
understanding the alien language, which has no beginning or end in their sentence 
structure, Louise can see both backwards and forwards in time. She then uses this gift to 
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stop others around the world from attacking the aliens and ensures world peace. The film is 
based on the 1998 novella Story of Your Life by Ted Chiang.  
 Johannsson’s production schedule for this film parallels that of Sicario. He became 
involved very early on in the production process, before they even started shooting: ‘as soon 
as I’ve read the script I start writing’ (Variety, 2016). He does this partially to give himself 
the time he needs to write a score in which he can feel confident, as well as partially for the 
benefit of the filmmakers. He says he likes to start sending ideas and cues in to Villeneuve 
and film editor Joe Walker (who also worked on Sicario) before they shoot and cut a scene, 
so Villeneuve can listen and get ideas from the music during filming and Walker does not 
need to use any temp tracks while editing (ibid.). The first cue he sent to Villeneuve was 
one that, eventually, became the eponymous cue of the film and the first track on the 
soundtrack album, titled “Arrival”. Villeneuve liked the ten-second clip he got from 
Johannsson’s iPhone so much that he immediately asked for a five-minute version, and the 
motif used in that cue is one of the few recurring motifs in the film (ibid.). In this way, the 
music is essential to the creation of the film and played a pivotal role in shaping the vision 
and feel of the film, rather than the more traditional way, in which the composer starts 
writing during post-production and the imagetrack plays a pivotal role in shaping the 
music. All Johannsson had to work on when he started, besides the script, was the concept 
art, from which came the ‘primary inspiration for the score’ (IndieWire, 2016). However, 
there is one piece of temp music used in the film. Both the opening and the ending five 
minutes of the film are accompanied by a 2004 piece by Max Richter called “On the Nature 
of Daylight”. Johannsson mentions how he ‘didn’t really want to do a knock-off of the music’ 
so he prepared his own versions of the ‘intro’ and ‘outro’ tracks that were ‘closer to the 
approach of the score itself, [as] it was a vocal track’ (ibid.). In the end, due to the strong 
contrast in tone between the opening and ending scenes and the entire rest of the film, the 
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temp music was kept in. However, for the purposes of this thesis, I will focus on the 
remaining ‘86% of the film’s soundtrack’ (Variety, 2016) that is Johannsson’s original work.  
 
Filminimalism in Arrival  
 
As in Sicario, the Filminimalist aspects embodied in the Arrival underscore induce 
emotions in the filmgoer and help one experience the film through ‘feeling into’ the 
protagonist, Louise. The score emphasises the Filminimal characteristic of a unique 
instrumentation, particularly focusing on using non-percussive instruments as a source of 
metre and a general re-appropriation of instruments to adapt to musical roles they do not 
normally perform. Other Filminimal qualities of the score include electronic processing to 
create unnatural timbres and sounds from acoustic instruments, concise and non-melodic 
motifs, and no functional harmonic structure. 
As in Sicario, Johannsson uses orchestral instruments in ways they are not 
normally used, and Arrival is filled with textures and masses of sound rather than 
discernible harmonies and melodies. For instance, in the cue “One of Twelve” (timestamp – 
1:40:28),22 Johannsson adds layers upon layers of strings until the filmgoer can no longer 
decipher which instrument is playing which tones. Of course, one can assume the high 
notes are not being played on double bass, nor the bass drones on violin, but Johannsson 
seemingly wants the audience to be able to hear the entire forest without noticing 
individual trees. The aspects of the instruments that carry culturally-learned, cognitively-
recognisable meaning, like their unique timbre and function (main melody, contrapuntal 
 
22 As I mentioned in the Sicario section, I use the track names from the soundtrack album in order to better keep 
track of cues for the ease of the reader. However, I do not use the music from these albums, as they differ 
(significantly at points) from the cues in the film. 
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melody, harmonies), are stripped away – or at least minimised – to create a sound that is 
unladen with mediated baggage.  
 With regards to the score’s rhythm section, almost all of the percussion heard in the 
film is made not by typical concert instruments, but by ‘various pieces of wood from 
different trees’ (SongExploder, 2016). Clear examples of this can be found in the cues 
“Heptapod B” and “Ultimatum” (timestamps – 52:16 and 1:35:03, respectively), as well as 
multiple other cues in the film. Johannsson chose wood and trees as his percussive palette 
because, as he says, the film and the story deal with many primitive factors, like basic 
communication, time, and love, so he wanted to emulate this in the score: ‘The score is 
really about very basic elements’. He chose wood as it was ‘[something] very elemental that 
we could still do a lot of interesting things with’ (ibid.). He would use different mallets to 
produce different sounds, and ‘moving up and down the plank you get different resonances 
and different tones’ (ibid.). This also plays into Johannsson’s idea of obtaining unnatural 
sounds from natural acoustic sources. In describing the cue “Heptapod B” (timestamp – 
52:16) he mentions there is one ‘electronic element in the track, the bass drum’, created 
through modular synthesis, though ‘it is played by a human, not a machine beat, not quite 
on grid’ (ibid.). This is telling: even the small sample of electronic music in the cue was 
purposely played imperfectly by a human, as to give that much more authenticity to the 
score in a film about humanity and its imperfections. 
 The most unique, memorable, and elemental aspect of the instrumentation, 
however, is the abundance of vocal elements. It is Johannsson’s use of vocals that truly sets 
this score apart from the many other critically-acclaimed contemporary sci-fi film scores, 
and makes it a vital addition to this thesis. The reason he uses vocals is due to the 
emphasis the film places on communication, and language as a whole. It is not just the 
basic MacGuffin of the film – the impetus of the film’s narrative – it is also looked at and 
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explored in the ‘meta’ sense of the film’s creation. The narrative of the film hinges on 
miscommunication, whether it be between the aliens and the humans or between the 
humans themselves. For instance, when Louise is listening to an intercepted message in 
Mandarin, she hears what she initially believes are random, unconnected words 
(“Something about advantage. Suits, honour, and flowers. I don’t know, that’s all” – 1:03:53) 
but then realises they all deal with the Chinese tile game Mahjong. Another, more 
narrative-changing miscommunication is when Louise asks the aliens what their purpose 
on Earth is, and they respond “Offer weapon” (timestamp – 1:06:43), though Louise and the 
audience realise later that they really mean to offer humanity their language as a gift. 
Villeneuve and writer Eric Heisserer take this concept of miscommunication and apply it to 
the film’s construction. For example: the filmgoer is led to believe that Louise bore, raised, 
and lost a child before the aliens arrive on earth, as it is the first scene in the film. 
However, she in fact does this after, and the narrative is presented out of order. There are 
also flashes of Louise with her daughter throughout the film that the filmgoer believes are 
flashbacks, but are instead flash-forwards. 
Johannsson uses voices to imitate the choice of Villeneuve and Heisserer and 
comment meta-diegetically on the narrative implications of miscommunication and 
language. However, he does not simply use voices as a choir or solo melody, as one might 
expect. He gives the example of Ligeti’s Requiem from 2001: A Space Odyssey (dir. Stanley 
Kubrick, 1968) as a typical sci-fi vocal track; (SongExploder, 2016) the voices are simply 
used to sing words in polyphony above a backing orchestral track. Johannsson says he 
‘wanted to work with this stuttering, random rhythm [sic] pattern of female voices’, and 
create ‘something almost like a cloud of these staccato rhythms, aleatoric, you know, 
unpredictable and out of time’ (ibid.). There are no intelligible words in the score; the voices 
of the performers were used simply as sound-producing pitched instruments. He wrote the 
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vocals part using ‘nonsense words’ (ibid.) like ‘na-na-na’ and ‘wata-na-pe’, and sometimes 
used no words at all, like on the “Arrival” cue (timestamp – 18:10). Johannsson states he 
wanted to ‘treat the voice as an instrument in a textural way’, and use ‘extended vocal 
techniques [like] throat singing and harmonic singing’ (SlashFilm, 2016). He cites as 
inspiration Karlheinz Stockhausen’s 1968-piece Stimmung (TheGuardian, 2016), most 
likely for its use of harmonics and overtones, and partially samples the ‘wata-na-pe’ phrase 
from American contemporary vocalist Joan La Barbara and her 1980 piece “Erin” for the 
cue “Heptapod B” (SongExploder, 2016). 
As he did in Sicario with contrabass instruments, in Arrival Johannsson uses the 
human voice as his foundational instrument, upon which everything else is built. Of the 
twenty songs on the soundtrack album, fifteen of them use vocal tracks (with no intelligible 
words in any of them), and eight of those fifteen use the voice as the primary pitched 
instrument. Johannsson also processed these vocals electronically to create the sounds the 
audience hears in the film. For example, the “Arrival” vocal cue is heavily modified with 
reverb to make the notes sound as if they are coming from a larger source than a human 
mouth, as well as processed with an Equaliser to emphasise certain overtones and 
understate others, and therefore change the timbre of the notes. The result is a sound both 
intimately familiar – as humans recognise vocal expression very precisely through our MNS 
(Juslin, 2013, 241) – and jarringly foreign, creating dissonance in the filmgoer’s sense of 
Emotional Contagion. In other cues, like “Decyphering” and “Rise” (timestamps – 1:36:27 
and 1:43:40, respectively), vocals are used as drone notes, though so heavily modified they 
do not sound like voices, and looped onto each other to produce notes longer than humans 
could conceivably sing in one breath. This extensive electronic manipulation allows 
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Johannsson to create many different sounds from the same instrument, and to write cues 
that share a common thread but all sound unique.23 
The use of vocals to create non-vocal sounds is only one of Johannsson’s methods of 
musical re-appropriation.24 He does this most notably with the percussive aspects of the 
score. Just as Trent Reznor and Atticus Ross are known to do (and which will be discussed 
in the next chapter), Johannsson uses non-percussive instruments to create rhythm in 
certain cues. The “First Encounter” cue (timestamp – 28:04) is a great example.25 In such a 
climactic and integral scene in the film, a composer could potentially add percussion or 
some sort of rhythmic presence to speed up, and make the audience aware of, their own 
heartbeat and corporeality (Winters, 2008, 13), but Johannsson has almost no rhythmic 
elements in the scene; the closest thing to it is the pizzicato cello part that starts almost two 
minutes into the cue. As the close reading section will discuss, the lack of percussion 
precludes an opportunity for Rhythmic Entrainment, taking away the grounding presence 
of a cinematic heartbeat. There are no rhythmic instruments during that entire sequence, 
including the cue immediately preceding it, “Hydraulic Lift” (timestamp – 23:30). 
In fact, the first use of percussion in the film comes with the “Xenolinguistics” cue at 
33:46, and, even then, it is barely perceptible. The first easily-recognised use of percussion 
in the film is the drums in the “Heptapod B” cue accompanying the montage voiceover 
sequence almost halfway through the film (timestamp – 52:16). However, in the cues for 
“Arrival” (timestamp – 17:30) and “Sapir-Whorf” (timestamp – 38:05), Johannsson uses 
other instruments or sounds to create rhythm, acting as false percussion, specifically using 
 
23 As stated in the Sicario section, Johannsson spends as much as one third of his composition time electronically 
modifying his music. 
24 This is when one uses certain instruments to do the “job” usually assigned to others. 
25 See Appendix IX for a full clip of the scene. 
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a helicopter rotor during the former and rapid, trilling strings to create rhythm for the 
latter cue.  
The re-appropriation of certain instruments into functional roles for which they are 
not typically used is this score’s trademark contribution to Filminimalism. In the cues 
“Decyphering” and “Rise”, he uses vocals to simulate synthesised drone sounds, with the 
result sounding like a Theremin or some other electronic instrument. The main sources of 
percussion he does use – the hollowed-out trees and planks – are not modulated with reverb 
or EQ to sound like archetypal cinematic percussion – massive timpani, bass drums, or 
floor toms – but hover around an A4 (440 Hz), adding another pitch to the layered 
frequencies of the strings and vocals (the “Heptapod B” cue is a perfect example).  
In addition to a unique instrumentation, and using those instruments in unique 
ways, Johannsson also adheres to Filminimalism with regards to melody and harmony. The 
motifs in Arrival are all short and non-melodic, and they are more easily recognised by 
their secondary parameters than primary. One of the more prominent motifs in the film is a 
long drawn out Fmin chord that then steps down a semitone to an Emin chord. It is first 
used during the cue “Around the Clock News” (timestamp – 8:18) at 8:30, and repeated at 
9:10. Like those in Sicario, this motif is very drawn out (it takes roughly 16 seconds to 
complete one iteration), yet brief when notated, as it is simply two chords. There are no 
prominent notes in either of the chords that stand out relative to the others, so there is no 
single melody that can be derived from it. There is no standard key or mode that contains 
the set of all six notes. The notes themselves do not follow harmonic cadential rules, as 
there is no dominant– or subdominant–tonic motion,26 so the motif cannot truly resolve or 
 
26 A Neapolitan 6th Chord does contain ♭II → I harmonic motion, and natural minor VI → v motion would also 
contain a semitone step down, but both of those examples are sub-dominant → dominant motion, and this cue 
contains no indication that either of these chords occupy either of those specific positions. 
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‘close’, but the secondary parameters of the motif help create a sense of beginning and 
ending. The Fmin chord fades in pianissimo and gradually, over nine long seconds, 
crescendos louder and louder and builds like a wave before crashing down and 
decrescendoing as it changes to E minor. There is no melodic or harmonic motion, yet 
Johannsson successfully helps the filmgoer ‘feel into’ Louise’s despair through Emotional 
Contagion using only secondary parameters.  
The second motif is the ‘Arrival’ motif, first heard as Louise, Ian, and the filmgoer 
all get their first view of the alien craft at 18:09. Again, this motif, while drawn out 
temporally, is simple to notate; it is a voice singing a pattern of notes: D4, F4, and B3. This is 
essentially a B-diminished chord, which is dissonant in itself, played over a low C2 tone 
with which it forms a minor-2nd interval (or major-7th), adding even more to the dissonance; 
and yet, when one listens to the cue, the notes are spaced out enough, with regards to both 
their frequencies and their tempo, that it does not sound dissonant or clashing, as the 
harmonic material might suggest. The multiple seconds (varying from 1-3 seconds) in 
between each sung note offers a clean slate for the audience; each note is seen as its own 
instance, and with its own agency. Rather than a diminished melody played over an 
inharmonious bass note, each tone in the motif develops its relationship with the C2 drone 
separately, producing intervals of a maj7th, maj9th, and maj11th, which on their own hold 
less internal dissonance than a vii°/I chord. In other words, the intervals, as they each 
contain only two notes, are more akin to suspended (e.g. Csus2 and Csus4) chords than the 
more extended, and more dissonant, Cmaj11 chord they would produce if heard together. 
The affect of the motif, and its ability to emotionally influence the audience, result from its 
secondary parameters, like the unique overtones and modulation added to the notes, rather 
than the notes themselves and their horizontal (melodic) or vertical (harmonic) 
relationships.  
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Lastly, an important property of Filminimalism found in the score for Arrival is the 
absence of harmonic motion, and a disregard for harmony in general. In Sicario, while no 
key was properly established through dominant- or subdominant-tonic motion, the score 
used notes that could all be found in an E minor mode. On the other hand, Johannsson’s 
score for Arrival is often not in an identifiable key or mode, nor does it have any overall 
harmonic preferences. As mentioned in the previous paragraph, the motifs in the film do 
not stick to diatonic or tonal harmonic conventions. Even in cues that have many layers and 
instruments, like “Heptapod B” (timestamp – 52:16) or “Escalation” (timestamp – 1:18:23), 
the result is more akin to a wall of sound, analogous to a child sitting on a piano and 
playing every note at once. “Escalation” for instance, begins with two layers of female voices 
singing a G and an A, merely a whole tone apart, and later strings are added to that, with 
the high strings (violins) playing a B♭-A-C phrase while the middle strings (violas and 
cellos) play an A and the low strings (cello and bass) play a G. These are simply adjacent 
notes on a musical scale and playing them altogether might not produce tonally ‘valid’ 
intervals or chords – yet, they are also not inherently inharmonious.27 The majority of the 
notes are whole tones apart, and there are no tritones in the piece to create diminished or 
unresolved chords. Johannsson in Arrival walks a fine line between his cues being non-
diatonic, and even non-tonal, and them being muddy and discordant.  
Johannsson’s score for Arrival exhibits Filminimal properties throughout the entire 
process, from his early ideas to use vocals and tape loops, and his post-production 
modulations of said vocals and other acoustic instruments, to his unique use of 
instrumentation, appropriating instruments to perform functions for which they are not 
typically used, and the ubiquity of non-melodic and nontonal motifs and cues. How does this 
 
27 I.e., chords that can be labelled by chord symbols and charts, such as B♭maj9add6. 
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style of music in Arrival evoke emotions in its audience, and what emotions does it attempt 
to induce? The next section analyses the score as a whole, as well as particular scenes, to 
find an answer. 
 
Anxiety and Awe in Arrival – Close Reading 
 
This section will examine how the Filminimal properties of the Arrival score could 
potentially cause the embodied simulation of tension and anxiety in the filmgoer. Through 
the lens of Juslin’s BRECVEMA framework, it will analyse the music’s ability to induce 
emotions in the filmgoer through the process of ‘feeling into’ the main character, Louise. 
Whereas the music in Sicario conveyed the dire and dangerous situations into which Kate 
was forced, the narrative in Arrival is less perilous. Rather than the near-certainty of a 
dangerous outcome, Louise, and the filmgoer, have no idea what to expect in terms of a 
negative or positive conclusion. The music conveys the significance that confusion and 
miscommunication play in the narrative, and induces emotions related to doubt and 
apprehension in the filmgoer, as these are the emotions Louise experiences. If the score for 
Sicario created the feeling of a threat, the score for Arrival feels more like a mysterious 
question. 
 The basic narrative for Arrival is quite similar to that of Sicario. Both films follow a 
female protagonist, who is an authority in her field, as she is then thrown into an 
unfamiliar situation for which she is vastly underprepared. In Sicario, this situation is a 
drug war in which both sides are morally reprehensible, and this overwhelms Kate and 
breaks down her sense of right and wrong. Arrival, however, has a very different message – 
one that contains both evil and good, both tension and hope, and the score reflects this. It is 
never as dark and foreboding as the music in Sicario can be; it is scary and tense at times, 
but there is always an undercurrent of optimism, and that is due to the difference in the 
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circumstances of the two main characters. Kate, on the one hand, is never in control. After 
the initial raid and conference scene, Matt and Alejandro are in charge of the narrative and 
are the impetus behind all of the key plot points, and although Kate at first believes she can 
regain control, that naivety is quickly buried, and by the end of the film does not exist. 
When the credits role, Kate and the audience are exhausted and depressed, feeling that 
nothing she did was of any real consequence.  
In contrast, Louise starts the film on the lowest level of the totem pole, with no 
control over the narrative, but quickly rises to become the leader of the base camp (mainly 
after the “Heptapod B” montage sequence). Everyone respects her opinion, people come to 
her for answers, she is the first one to learn the alien language, she has the closest 
relationship with the aliens, and she single-handedly saves the world. So, while both 
women go from the top of their respected careers and social circles to the bottom in a new 
situation, Kate stays at the bottom and despairs while Louise climbs back to the top and 
prevails; Kate becomes a product of her environment, whereas Louise’s environment 
becomes a product of her. 
The music in Arrival functions as it does in Sicario – as a way for the audience to 
empathise with the film’s protagonist by inducing emotions in the filmgoer through Feeling 
of Body and Embodied Simulation. However, in Arrival, Louise’s experiences within the 
film’s narrative are not nearly as menacing or threatening as Kate’s are in Sicario; thus, 
there is less menacing and threatening music. As Louise is first introduced to the alien 
craft, the base camp, the inside of the ship, and finally the aliens themselves, she is scared. 
She has no agency to influence her environment or the events therein, and she is 
apprehensive. The music up to this point reflects her fear and uncertainty; the back-to-
back-to-back “Arrival”, “Hydraulic Lift”, and “First Encounter” cues (timestamps – 17:30, 
23:30, and 28:04, respectively) convey these emotions as Louise experiences seeing the alien 
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ship from afar (“Arrival”), donning a hazmat suit and entering the ship (“Hydraulic Lift”), 
and walking down the tunnel and meeting the aliens (“First Encounter”), all for the first 
time.  
After she and Ian meet the aliens several more times and learn more about them 
and their language, she gains narrative agency over her own actions and the actions of 
those around her. The music at this point, and the cue “Heptapod B” especially, reflects this 
more positive change, using unique vocal tracks and less-dense instrumentation to convey a 
sense of wonder and hope, and simulating Louise’s fascination and excitement of working 
with the Heptapods. This victory is short lived, however, as influences outside of her control 
(General Shang, the U.S. government, Captain Marks), create conflict that she then 
attempts to solve. The music in this act becomes more intense, with cues like “Principle of 
Least Time”, “Escalation”, and “Ultimatum” (timestamps – 1:04:52, 1:18:23, 1:35:03), 
among others, using metrically- and dynamically-charged music to induce anxiety and 
tension in the filmgoer. Finally, Louise triumphs and begins her bittersweet journey of 
starting (though ultimately losing) her family, and the cue at this point, “Rise” (timestamp 
– 1:43:40), reflects this triumph and fades directly into “On the Nature of Daylight” 
(timestamp – 1:45:15) during the bittersweet moments.  
 Just as the Sicario score complements Kate’s presence on screen, the music for 
Arrival accompanies Louise. Of the 53:37 minutes of Johannsson’s music in the film, 49 
minutes and 7 seconds, or 92%, occurs when Louise is either on screen or directly involved 
with the narrative. The close reading will analyse one of the most emotional events for 
Louise in the film – the sequence in which Louise first sees the alien ship through the 
window of a helicopter as she flies towards the base camp where she will spend the rest of 
the film. This scene was chosen because it demonstrates how the filmgoer can feel into a 
character not only in fear-inducing situations, but also in situations where the character 
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feels both positive and negative emotions, such as awe and wonderment mixed with doubt 
and trepidation.  
 
“The Arrival” 
The only close reading for this film is the aptly-named “Arrival” sequence, in which the cue 
of the same name lasts from 17:30 to 19:42, almost the exact length of the scene itself. In 
this scene, Louise sees the alien ship for the first time and lands at base camp in order to 
start her job of attempting communication. However, before looking at the specific images 
and music of the scene, it is important to know the context in which the filmgoer would first 
be watching it. Thus far in the film, the filmgoer would be aware that Louise is a professor 
of linguistics (and one of the best linguists in the world) and that she lost her daughter an 
unspecified amount of time before the aliens’ arrival. She is the de facto audience surrogate 
– she has so far been in every scene of the film, and what she sees and hears is what the 
filmgoer sees and hears, as evidenced by the POA (‘point of audition’) scene in the 
helicopter at 16:05 where she puts on ear protection and the rotor noise becomes muffled. 
All of this creates a strong bond between filmgoer and protagonist, again via Embodied 
Simulation. The filmgoer is introduced to events, characters, and settings, exactly as Louise 
is introduced to them. This facilitates the induction of ‘cinematic empathy: a pre-reflexive 
and “immediate” psycho-physical process through which the viewer experiences a 
character’s perceptions, thoughts, actions, and emotions’ (D’Aloia, 2015, 187, his emphasis). 
Also, the total amount of information given to the audience regarding the aliens and their 
ship has been filtered through what Louise experiences. The filmgoer learns alongside 
Louise that the aliens have arrived, there are twelve ships in total, and each ship is 1500 
feet tall (timestamps – 5:50, 7:15, and 8:35, respectively). Besides those facts, everything 
else Louise and the filmgoer hear about the aliens is, at best, speculation and, at worst, 
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misinformation. Even Colonel Weber (Forest Whitaker) is vague and ambiguous when 
asking Louise if she can translate an audio file of the aliens ‘speaking’ (timestamp – 11:40). 
 Viewers have been treated as Louise has: involuntarily kept in the dark and not 
shown anything outside of Louise’s experiences. The music in this scene is used to help 
simulate Louise’s emotions – her mixture of wonder and disorientation – in the filmgoer. 
The scene begins at 17:24 with a POV shot from the helicopter out over a highway cutting 
through a huge plain, with abandoned cars on the highway backed up for miles as people 
have come to try to see the ship.28 The helicopter, as it has security clearance, leaves those 
cars and people behind and begins flying over the plain as an early morning fog rolls over 
the hills. There are then two shot-reverse-shot cuts to show Louise looking out of the 
helicopter interspersed with shots showing what she sees. On the second one (timestamp – 
18:07), the viewers see her notice something and her face registers shock. The next shot, 
from 18:09-19:15, is a one-take shot in which the audience first sees the spaceship and the 
area around it;29 it is on this shot that the majority of this close reading will focus.  
 With the introduction of the “Arrival” motif at 18:11, there are three main parts of 
the audio track: the vocal motif, a low piano drone, and the helicopter rotor. However, 
unlike Sicario, in which the helicopters added to the rhythmic intensity of the “Beast” 
motif, the rotor sound here is muted and subtler; it is a good example of Johannsson’s 
‘treatment of the score as an integral element of the overall sound design, rather than an 
independent composition imposed on it’ (TheGuardian, 2016). To do this, Johannsson 
dampened the high-end frequencies of the rotor using EQ, using only the low end of the 
frequency spectrum. He then lowered the volume to below that of the piano drone, and the 
 
28 See Appendix VIII for screenshots. 
29 This means there are no edits in the film or cutting between multiple camera angles. 
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result is a helicopter sound that is hard to notice unless one were purposely listening for it. 
What this does, in effect, is cut out the only element in the scene that could be considered 
rhythmic.  
The use of rhythm is ubiquitous in Sicario and important in creating the ‘warlike, 
martial’ (Deadline, 2015) feeling that Kate and company experience when engaging in 
armed conflict. In this cue, however, and also in the subsequent “Hydraulic Lift” and “First 
Encounter” cues, the rhythm is almost nonexistent. Rhythm and percussion instruments 
are often associated in film with the human heart (Winters, 2008). For instance, The Bride 
of Frankenstein (dir. James Whale, 1935) in which ‘gradually louder drumbeats are heard 
as a sound effect representing the beating of the Bride’s heart’ (Buhler et al., 2010, 36). 
Rhythm is also closely linked with tempo, and in film its effects ‘are so strong that music 
can easily alter the perceived pace of a scene significantly. When directors count on music 
to “save” a scene, they often have in mind music’s ability to affect the pacing through the 
strong patterning of metre’ (Buhler et al., 2010, 37). In this cue, however, there is no 
rhythm, and, because neither the piano drone nor the “Arrival” motif is rhythmically 
precise, there is no discernible tempo or metre either. This causes the audience to feel 
ungrounded in a literal sense; they can no longer physically connect to the music because it 
is no longer physically connected to either the real world or the film world.  
There is no Rhythmic Entrainment mechanism to influence the internal embodied 
rhythms of the filmgoer. As Entrainment can ‘arouse feelings of communion (e.g., “feeling 
connected” and “emotional bonding”)’ (Juslin, 2013, 241, his emphasis), then removing any 
opportunity for that communion simulates Louise’s disconnectedness from her physical 
world. She is both physically removed – in a helicopter many metres above the ground – 
and mentally and emotionally removed, as her worldview has just changed significantly. 
The lack of rhythm in the music facilitates the filmgoer ‘feeling into’ these specific 
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emotions. The audience’s ability to perceive Musical Expectancy is also turned on its head; 
one would expect, as Louise becomes more nervous, for the music to simulate her 
quickening heart rate or breathing with accelerating or loudening percussion. Both of these 
mechanisms help to create the Visual Imagery of something not human, of some unknown 
location or character that lacks the corporeality of the human body, and the steady rhythms 
that accompany it. The feeling the filmgoer is simulating, therefore, is not the traditional 
tension and nervous energy that is associated with a faster and louder heartbeat, but 
rather what is akin to an out-of-body experience.  
The lack of rhythm in the score and soundtrack increases the importance of the low 
piano drone and “Arrival” motif, as they are what the filmgoer hears most and, 
consequently, are most likely to affect him or her. To get the sound of the piano drone, 
Johannsson used a tape loop, in which he took a ‘two-inch, sixteen-track tape … glue[d] 
together so that it runs in a circle forever’, and then recorded ‘over the original sound while 
keeping the original sound, so we did that over and over until we had a whole tape full of 
this very strong thick piano drone’ (Variety, 2016). Of particular interest about the drone, 
however, is that it does not seem to have a beginning or an end. Johannsson used ‘layers 
and layers and layers of piano — but without the attack’ to create this feeling: ‘It’s like 
piano wire. You’re hearing just the sustain of the piano’ (ibid.). In addition to not recording 
the attack of the keys themselves, the cue starts so subtly, and crescendos so slowly, that it 
is essentially the musical equivalent of ‘boiling the frog’; the filmgoer does not notice the 
music until it is already quite loud.30 
 
30 This is an old parable that posits if one were to place a frog in boiling water they would immediately hop out, but 
if one were to place the frog in cold water and then gradually increase the temperature, it would die without realising 
the change in water temperature due to its gradual change. 
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I believe the cue begins with the first cut to outside the helicopter window to see the 
large line of cars at 17:25. However, the way most viewers would experience this film is in 
theatres rather than in a quiet room with sound-cancelling headphones, so the earliest they 
would hear the music is around 17:55, in which the helicopter rotor decreases in volume. 
However, it is probable that the first time one consciously recognises the cue is when the 
“Arrival” motif comes in at 18:11. Until that first D4 of the motif plays, the piano drone 
sounds like ambient noise coming from the interior of the helicopter. It takes the 
introduction of the motif to retroactively paint the sound that viewers have been hearing as 
music rather than noise or electronically-modified ambient sound. This also goes against 
the filmgoer’s Musical Expectancy and Aesthetic Judgment mechanisms that assume 
musical cues have a definitive starting and ending point, as well as certain characteristics, 
like melody and harmonic progressions, or easily-identifiable instruments like violins or 
trumpets, that signify a musical cue is not simply an extension of the sound design.  
 The final component of the soundtrack, and the most obvious and memorable one, is 
the “Arrival” motif that starts at 18:11, which is also when the filmgoer first sees the alien 
craft. The motif is a series of notes sung by one of Johannsson’s friends: ‘Over that drone, I 
brought in singer and frequent collaborator Robert Aiki Aubrey Lowe and wrote this 
sequence of notes which he sang in a unique, harmonic way that’s hard to distinguish as a 
human voice. It’s an extremely eerie, unsettling piece of music without any processing at 
all’ (IndieWire, 2016). A few things stand out in this quote. One is that there is ‘no 
processing at all’, and yet the notes do not sound like a human voice. The ADSR (Attack-
Decay-Sustain-Release) envelope is unlike what one would think of as a voice;31 the attack 
 
31 The ASDR envelope is a way of picturing how a sound is produced. Every sound starts by creating that sound (the 
attack), and then after the initial energy required to produce the sound, it settles into its regular dynamic and 
frequency range (decay). The sustain is simply how long the note lasts, and the release is how long it takes from 
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is very soft and gradual, not as sudden as a human would normally talk or sing. The other 
part of the quote that stands out is that it is a male vocalist. The D4 and the F4, especially, 
are higher than the notes one would expect from a male voice, causing Lowe to sing in 
falsetto, and adding another layer of unnaturalness. The notes follow no rhythmic pattern, 
so neither Rhythmic Entrainment nor Musical Expectancy can be used to determine when 
the next note will be. The notes create a Bdim chord, which contains a tritone (B3-F4) – a 
dissonant and unstable interval – again inducing ‘a feeling of irritation’ (Ward, 2015, 87). 
All of these elements would then, through the Brain Stem Reflex, be disconcerting to the 
filmgoer.  
In the “Arrival” cue, Louise sees the aliens’ ship and for the first time truly 
contemplates the fact that she is about to meet them. Johannsson uses his score to facilitate 
the simulation of that affect in the filmgoer, and to help induce the emotions one would 
realistically feel in that situation. By not using any rhythmic elements, he detaches the 
filmgoer from that which is normally used to emphasise one’s humanity and corporeality, 
inducing what feels like a strange, out-of-body experience. He also uses a piano drone to 
blur the line between sound design and music, further associating the music directly with 
Louise’s experience. This creates a feeling of inevitability, and would make the filmgoer feel 
like they were thrust into a situation before they were ready. Lastly, he creates an 
unnatural, dissonant, and eerie motif to float ethereally on top of the drone, making the 
filmgoer feel disconcerted and disconnected. 
 
 
 
when the note stops being played and the sound it makes stops being heard; for example, a bell would have a very 
long release, and a snare drum would have a very short one. 
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4.4: Conclusion  
 
This chapter has taken the formal and technical traits of Filminimalism and analysed them 
through the lens of Embodied Simulation. Using a case study of the music of Johann 
Johannsson written for the films Sicario and Arrival, it has shown that Filminimalism can 
induce emotions in the filmgoer by making him or her ‘feel into’ the affective state of the 
main character. This ‘Feeling of Body’ that the music evokes in the filmgoer is mediated 
through Juslin and Västfjäll’s Underlying Mechanisms, a series of innate processes through 
which humans feel and respond to emotional stimuli. In Sicario, the emotions induced in 
the filmgoer are those associated with fear: the main character, Kate, was put into 
situations in which she felt dread about the potential outcomes, as well as powerlessness as 
she was unable to affect those outcomes. The first close reading exemplified how Kate 
handles pressure and intense situations well when (1) she is in control, and (2) when she 
has dealt with those circumstances multiple times before. The second close reading 
explored how Kate reacts in a situation she has never been in and has no control over, 
detailing how the music facilitates the filmgoer ‘feeling into’ Kate’s fearful state of mind. In 
Arrival, the emotions induced in the filmgoer were those of a nervous excitement, a 
trepidation mixed with wonderment. The close reading explored how Johannsson’s music 
conveys Louise’s unique combination of fear, awe, and curiosity to the filmgoer through 
Embodied Meaning. Contrasting these two films demonstrates how music can induce 
myriad emotions within the body of the filmgoer, and offers a way to explore how the same 
underlying mechanisms can evoke vastly different emotions. 
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Chapter Five: Mis-empathy and Incongruity in the Film Music 
of Trent Reznor and Atticus Ross 
 
 
 
5.1: Misempathy and Incongruity in the CAM Model 
 
The primary focus of this thesis is to explore how film music that exhibits properties of 
Filminimalism communicates emotional meaning to the filmgoer. It has proposed multiple 
lenses through which this could happen. The first lens is that of Embodied Simulation, 
which was used in chapter four to analyse how Filminimalism facilitates the transference of 
emotion through the body of the filmgoer, so that he or she could then ‘feel into’ the body of 
the film’s protagonist. Through the BRECVEMA method of underlying mechanisms, 
chapter four explained how Filminimalism creates a unique and unabated path to the 
filmgoer, forcing them to involuntarily participate in the narrative and physically feel the 
emotional responses of the main character to narrative events. 
In chapter four, the music itself acted as a source of signification. Specific 
characteristics of the music – e.g. pitch, rhythm, volume, etc. – were analysed and 
significance was attached to how they were each used in the score. In an overly-simplistic 
sense, the images were less important than the music – if a filmgoer were to close his or her 
eyes in a scene, the affective meaning would still be communicated through their ears. In 
contrast, this next chapter does not look at the music as a source of signification in itself, 
but rather finds meaning in the interaction between the visual medium and its aural 
counterpart, and specifically how they combine to communicate meaning that is unique in 
itself and different than either medium individually. Stravinsky, in talking about the 
interaction between music and drama, called it a ‘chemical reaction, where a new entity, a 
third body, results from uniting two different but equally important elements’ (Dahl, 1946, 
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279, his emphasis). Chion (1990, 63) combined the words synchronism and synthesis to 
create the term synchresis, defined as the ‘spontaneous and irresistible weld produced 
between a particular auditory phenomenon and visual phenomenon when they occur at the 
same time’. This is an innate, unlearned phenomenon, and is effective with all aspects of 
the audiotrack – sound design, dialogue, and music (ibid., 64). 
In literature on this topic prior to the 1980s, most scholars would pigeonhole the 
film-music relationship into one of either parallelism or one of counterpoint. Parallelism is 
the act of ‘match[ing] visual and aural information’ (Kalinak, 1992, 26) i.e., the music 
‘resembles’ what is on screen (Gorbman, 1987, 15). Counterpoint is then the catch-all for all 
the other ways music can interact with the imagetrack, though is most often used to mean 
that the music ‘contradicts’ what is on screen (ibid.). Many musical functions, such as when 
it ‘foreshadows, undercuts, provides irony, or comments upon situation or characters’, have 
been ‘termed contrapuntal’ (Kalinak, 1992, 26). However, this line of thinking, and even the 
terminology, undercuts the effect music has – and assumes the primacy of the image – in 
conveying significance. By using the terms ‘resembles’ or ‘contradicts’, the authors are 
subconsciously stating that the visual medium is conveying the ‘true’ or ‘correct’ narrative, 
and that it would communicate said narrative even if music was not present. Music is 
subordinated to an auxiliary role, one that relies on the images to create meaning for it – 
meaning which it can only then resemble or contradict.  
Gorbman (1987, 15) deems that the term ‘mutual implication’ is more appropriate. 
In other words, ‘mood, emotion, characterisation, point of view, even the action itself are 
constructed in film in a complex visual and aural interaction in which music is an 
important component’ (ibid., 31). This term gives the soundtrack as a whole – and music in 
particular – more agency in determining how the audience reacts to a film experience; the 
true meaning of the film as a whole cannot be conveyed without every visual and auditory 
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aspect present. However, this chapter takes that idea one step further, and assigns 
narrative significance not only to the combination of the two media, but also to their inter-
relativity, and even more specifically the difference between their two meanings.  
One way that music and image can communicate differently, while not assuming the 
preeminence of the image that is inherent in the term ‘counterpoint’, is reflected in Michel 
Chion’s idea of anempathy. Anempathetic music is music that ‘can exhibit conspicuous 
indifference to the situation [of a film’s narrative], by progressing in a steady, undaunted, 
and ineluctable manner: the scene takes place against this very backdrop of “indifference”. 
This juxtaposition of scene with indifferent music has the effect not of freezing emotion but 
rather of intensifying it’ (Chion, 1994, 8). Alex DeLarge in A Clockwork Orange (dir. Stanley 
Kubrick, 1971) singing the showtune “Singin’ in the Rain” while brutally assaulting an 
elderly couple, or Mr. Blonde dancing to the pop-rock song “Stuck in the Middle with You” 
while torturing a police officer in Reservoir Dogs (dir. Quentin Tarantino, 1992) 
demonstrate the effect of anempathetic music, as in both situations the music is upbeat, 
trivial, and unconcerned with the emotionally-charged visuals. However, it is frequently 
diegetic music that is termed anempathetic. In Chion’s (2009, 467) definition of the term, he 
refers to ‘The effect of a diegetic music cue’s ostensible indifference …’ (my emphasis) 
Robynn Stilwell (2007, 190) says the ‘alliance of empathy with underscore and anempathy 
with source music is certainly prevalent in the classical Hollywood aesthetic’. In the article 
“Sympathy with the Devil” (2004), Stan Link compares four examples of anempathy, and 
only one of them, in Natural Born Killers (dir. Oliver Stone, 1994) has nondiegetic music; 
even then, the music acts as a diegetic motif of the two killers rather than as part of the 
background score.  
It is logical to suppose that only source music can be anempathetic. In direct 
opposition to nondiegetic film music, which a filmgoer would know as a conscious, 
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purposeful addition on the part of the filmmakers, diegetic music is meant to appear 
unplanned and coincidental. Using the Reservoir Dogs clip as an example, the filmgoer is 
meant to believe that, regardless of whether or not Mr. Blonde turns on the radio, “Stuck in 
the Middle with You” would be playing on that radio station at that precise time. Thus, 
turning on the radio is simply an act of the characters and audience members joining 
something that is already happening. The filmmakers and characters have no control over 
what song happens to be coming out of the radio at that time, and therefore it is easier to 
conceive of music that would not perfectly fit the emotion of a scene coming from a diegetic 
source. Nondiegetic music, on the other hand, is a carefully chosen addition to any scene, so 
the illusion of spontaneity that exists around diegetic music does not cover a nondiegetic 
cue; it instead ‘come[s] across as self-conscious irony’ (Donnelly, 2014, 57). Nondiegetic 
music always has a latent quality of intention and subjectivity within it, and therefore it 
cannot be fully indifferent or objective in the way that source music can be.  
However, not all nondiegetic music is empathetic. And if it cannot be truly 
anempathetic, then what is it? To answer this question, I have furthered Chion’s concept of 
anempathy to originate the term misempathy. Misempathy is a third category of film-music 
interface, one that takes the subjectivity and intention that is inherent in all nondiegetic 
music, and combines it with the objectivity or indifference of diegetic cues. The result is 
nondiegetic music that acts anempathetically towards the protagonist, or other aspects of 
the film to which the filmgoer would naturally respond, because it instead acts 
empathetically towards another, negative or antagonistic, aspect of the film.  
How does music being misempathetic to its concurrent visual narrative create 
meaning? How does it function to communicate significance? Gorbman (1987, 55) might 
argue that empathetic music, on the one hand, creates a ‘suture’ between the audience and 
the narrative; it reminds the filmgoer that it is appropriate to feel certain emotions at 
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certain times in the story. This can give the music agency: ‘by creating an emotional bond 
among film, character, and spectator, the film score authorises the spectator to “claim” the 
emotion depicted on-screen as his [or her] own. In this way, the score serves to bind viewers 
to fictions (Smith, 1999, 149)’ (quoted in Link, 2004, 2). Link uses language that is 
evocative of a close personal relationship. He writes how the audience is ‘in direct contact’ 
with the main character, how ‘boundaries of individual identity vanish’, and ‘characters, 
objects, and spectators fuse’, and how ‘such scores let us [the filmgoer] know the victim by 
forcing us affectively to become the victim’ (ibid., 2-3). In contrast, anempathetic music 
serves to isolate the filmgoer, to create a separation between the audience and the 
characters: ‘while the intimate strategy intensifies and clarifies drama through fusing its 
components, anempathy generates its energy through fission – splitting and redirecting the 
music-affective bonds between characters and spectators’ (ibid., 18). This isolation can be 
thought of as a distance between the on-screen narrative and the score. Thus, the music 
itself is then relegated to a spectator’s position, a spectator who can ‘understand [the 
emotion of the images] but still remains unlikely to “feel” it themselves’ (ibid., 19).  
Misempathy, as it combines facets of both empathy and anempathy, is therefore also 
a combination of the two functions above. It both creates a suture between the filmgoer and 
the film, while also isolating the filmgoer and creating a separation between him or her and 
the characters. Though this may seem contradictory, it accomplishes this by authorising the 
filmgoer to ‘claim’ a different emotion than they want to. Misempathy sutures the filmgoer 
on an emotional level to an antagonist, or a malevolent facet of the film’s narrative. As an 
example, the previous chapter analysed how Johannsson’s music for Sicario connected the 
filmgoer with Kate, the film’s protagonist, on an emotional level. Misempathetic music 
would facilitate a connection between them and Alejandro, the mysterious assassin, for 
instance, or the crime-ridden, ‘beast’-ly city of Juarez. The disparity between the emotion 
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shown through the images and that of the music creates its own significance. It is somehow 
improper for the music to exhibit such behaviour.  
The filmgoer, whether consciously aware of it or not, is nevertheless acclimated to 
music that reacts to the visual events just as he or she would.1 When it does not – when the 
music displays a misempathetic response – the filmgoer is forced to react to the narrative 
by himself or herself; the music has abandoned their shared moral ground. In other words, 
‘music becomes ironic or [mis]empathetic largely because it disagrees with what we [the 
filmgoer] take to be either the victim’s reaction or the spectator’s “appropriate” empathy 
with the victim’s plight’ (Link, 2004, 20).  
This leads into David Ireland’s concept of incongruity between audio and visual 
media, under which the concept of misempathetic music falls. Incongruity is defined as ‘the 
identification of a lack of shared properties in the audiovisual relationship’ (Ireland, 2018, 
9), with properties being another word for features or characteristics. Marilyn Boltz (2004, 
1197), upon whose research Ireland’s concept is based, writes that ‘[musical] properties 
associated with positive affect’ are those such as ‘rapid tempo, major mode, and a wide 
variety of pitch changes’, whereas those associated with negative affect are a ‘slow tempo, 
minor mode, and few changes in pitch’. In Ireland’s case, he (2015, 49) uses a ‘lack of 
dimensional specificity (e.g., direct reference to structural or semantic properties)’ to give 
himself more flexibility in what he considers relevant shared or unshared properties. This 
chapter will do the same, so one can analyse the (in)congruency not only among structural 
properties – those which are tangible and easily highlighted, such as the ones Boltz 
mentioned – but also intangible properties such as those in the level of semiotic or 
 
1 Claudia Gorbman’s concept of ‘cinematic codes’ is based on the notion of how a filmgoer would expect a score to 
operate within a film. 
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emotional communication. This definition is also useful because the terms ‘incongruence’ 
and a ‘lack of shared properties’ do not assume primacy of one media over the other, nor do 
they assume the autonomy of either, as terms ‘such as “fit” and “misfit”, or “appropriate” or 
“inappropriate”’ would (Ireland, 2017, 21, his quotes). Instead, the terms and approach used 
by Ireland correctly give credit to ‘the active contribution of audiovisual difference in the 
construction of meaning’ (ibid.), which is crucial to the understanding of the film music 
analysed in this chapter.  
To explore this audio-visual incongruity and how it creates emotional signification, I 
will be using Annabel Cohen’s Congruence-Association Model. Cohen developed the CAM in 
1988, and has produced multiple iterations of it over the years, the version of the model 
used for this thesis being the latest, from 2013. By Congruence, Cohen (2008, 443) 
specifically means ‘the structural aspects of media: how patterns of information change in 
time and space (for example, rhythms of loudness and pitch, visual movement, visual 
intensity, colour, and contour)’. This differs from Ireland’s ‘lack of dimensional specificity’, 
so, while this chapter will be referencing semiotic or psychological properties, the only ones 
used in reference to this model will be the specific musical and visual structures. While 
congruence deals predominantly with the structure of the two media, Association deals with 
the meaning the two convey, with a focus on ‘how the music establishes a context for 
[filmgoer] interpretation of the film’ (Cohen, 2015, 10). Combining these two concepts, 
Cohen (2008, 444) writes that ‘structural congruencies [sic] direct attention to particular 
elements of a film scene, and the associations (meaning) from the music are then ascribed 
to this direction of attention’. 
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Example 5.1. Congruence-Association Model, Annabel Cohen, Congruence-Association Model of Music and 
Multimedia, 2013 
 
The CAM is presented with five horizontal levels, labelled A through E, with six channels 
that traverse vertically through the five levels. Level A, at the bottom, is where one finds 
the surfaces of the ‘five tracks or channels of film information’ put forth by Christian Metz – 
text, speech, visual images, music, and sound effects – as well as a sixth added by Cohen 
(2015, 13) that deals with kinaesthetic (bodily movement) information.2 These surfaces then 
‘impinge on the sensory processes of the [filmgoer’s] nervous system’ (ibid.), causing him or 
her to react to them. Surfaces are the aspects of a film that the filmgoer notices and reacts 
to, consciously or not. At level B, these surfaces are analysed by the filmgoer, and, as noted 
by the two opposing triangles, ‘information from each surface is decoded into structural 
[congruence] and semantic [association] elements’ (ibid.). At level B, denoted by the two 
different arrows, two types of processing occur. The first extended dotted arrow is a ‘rapid 
preprocessing of information’, which then ‘leaks through to long-term memory (at level E) 
and primes expectations about the narrative based on experience. These expectations are 
 
2 Film Language: A Semiotics of the Cinema, Metz, 1974; mentioned in Cohen, 2015, 13. 
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represented by the descending arrows at [level] D’ (ibid., 13-14). The second, slower 
processing, as denoted by the large block arrows, ‘provides a more detailed analysis of the 
sensory information’ (ibid.). Level C is home to the ‘Working Narrative’. This receives input 
from the arrows at level D, which are ‘hypotheses … drawing now on experience and story 
grammar at level E’ (Cohen, 2013, 40), as well as input from the arrows at level B, the 
filmgoer’s structural and connotative analyses of what is currently happening in the film.  
The Working Narrative, according to Cohen (2013, 31), is ‘the [filmgoer’s] conscious 
experience of the film’. Cohen titled it a ‘Working’ Narrative as it is a work in progress, and 
it is ‘continually updated by information received by the senses’ (ibid.). The filmgoer is 
‘constantly synthesising a story … derived jointly from sensory information and hypotheses 
or expectations based on long-term memory’ (Cohen, 2008, 444). The Working Narrative is 
the output of the model – the inputs (the surfaces of the film) are filtered through multiple 
analyses in the mind of the filmgoer at B and E, and are then constructed to create what he 
or she will remember as their ‘experience’ watching that film, in a phenomenological sense. 
In this way, the Working Narrative differs for each individual, for though the inputs might 
be the same, everyone processes them differently and relates them to different past 
experiences. I will not simply process and write about my own Working Narrative of these 
films, but instead will look at how a filmgoer’s Working Narrative can and does change due 
to the alteration of congruent music to incongruent music.  
As one can see in the model (Example 5.1), the ‘Music Structure/Meaning’ and 
‘Visual Structure/Meaning’ rhombuses have extra arrows pointing from them that the other 
surfaces do not have. The arrow pointing from the Music Structure to the oval within 
Visual Structure and Visual Meaning shows the ‘possibility for emergence of cross-modal 
congruencies, for example, shared accent patterns in audio and visual modalities’ (Cohen, 
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2001, 260). An example of such cross-modal congruencies would be Mickey-Mousing,3 and 
the oval to which the arrow points represents the ‘visual focus of attention guided by 
music/visual congruence’ (Cohen, 2015, 14). In other words, due to Mickey-Mousing 
representing certain visual ‘beats’ with music, the attention of the filmgoer would naturally 
be focused on those visual actions. Lastly, there are arrows pointing directly from the 
‘Music Meaning’ triangle and the ‘Visual Structure’ triangle to the Working Narrative, 
indicating cross-modal congruence is predominantly manifested in the Working Narrative 
through the structural visual elements (visual movement, visual intensity, colour, contour, 
etc.) and musical associative meaning.  
What would happen, then, if the arrow from Musical Structure to Visual 
Structure/Meaning contains incongruent modal information, instead of congruent? Cohen 
(2013, 23) indicates ‘three parts to the notion of congruence’: 
1. A brain response to coordinated information across modalities 
2. Assignment of privileged status to this information (as it has a higher priority for 
attention than non-congruent activity) 
3. Conscious attention that may be disproportionately directed to the congruent 
information across modalities. The dominant modality is typically visual, but not 
necessarily 
 
What she says here is that congruence creates a stronger bond between the filmgoer, his or 
her Working Narrative, and the film’s surfaces, particularly visual and musical. Boltz 
(2004, 1199) also came to the same conclusion in her experiments: ‘music/film pairs 
displaying incongruent relationships were less well remembered than were mood-congruent 
ones’. Therefore, music with Filminimal properties would not have a looped arrow between 
the music meaning triangle and the working narrative bubble. Because the music creates 
 
3 Mickey-Mousing is when the music mimics specific visual ‘beats’, such as a descending scale while a character 
descends a staircase, with each note accompanying a step. 
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meaning in a different way, and is often incongruent with the visual narrative, it is less 
effective and does not directly impact the working narrative.  
However, incongruent pairings violate the filmgoer’s expectations, and this ‘impact 
of the violation of expectations that had been shaped by the music’ causes the ‘participants 
[to] recall more when the music had a mood-incongruent relationship with the scene’ 
(Ireland, 2017, 22). Therefore, the left-pointing arrow that connects music structure with 
visual meaning and structure would be bigger and bolder for films with Filminimal scores, 
as the incongruency between the music and the visuals would produce a greater emotional 
impact. As Link (2004, 7) notes, ‘anempathy highlights our expectations by thwarting or 
negating them. The fact that Bach forms a very uncomfortable fit [in this scene in Silence of 
the Lambs (dir. Jonathan Demme, 1991)] makes us very aware of having anticipated 
something else’. The unique point Link makes here is that anempathetic – and, thus, 
misempathetic – music does not necessarily negate expectations given to the filmgoer by 
previous foreshadowing music. Instead, it negates the expectations the filmgoer did not 
know they had in the first place: the violation of expectations retroactively creates the 
expectations, as they did not consciously exist in the filmgoer until they were violated. 
Thus, in accordance with the aspects of congruency listed above, the violation of congruent 
film-music relationships could create just as much emotional affect, and focus the attention 
and memory of the filmgoer just as well, as congruent pairings. This chapter will use this 
position to analyse the film music of Trent Reznor and Atticus Ross in the films The Social 
Network, The Girl with the Dragon Tattoo, and Gone Girl, using the CAM to show how 
misempathetic music affects the filmgoer by acting incongruently to the emotions of the 
visual narrative.  
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5.2: The Social Network 
 
The Social Network is a 2010 drama directed by David Fincher and written by Aaron 
Sorkin. The film, inspired by true events, follows Mark (played by Jesse Eisenberg), a 
Harvard undergraduate, who creates and launches the social-networking website Facebook, 
gaining wealth, friends, and enemies in the process. 
 The music for The Social Network was co-written by Trent Reznor and Atticus Ross. 
Ross worked on the score for the film The Book of Eli (dir. The Hughes Brothers, 2010) 
earlier in 2010, and, since The Social Network, Reznor and Ross have written the score for 
David Fincher’s next two films, The Girl with the Dragon Tattoo in 2011 and Gone Girl in 
2014, as well as the films Patriots Day (dir. Peter Berg, 2016), Before the Flood (dir. Fisher 
Stevens, 2016), Bird Box (dir. Susanne Bier, 2018), Mid90s (dir. Jonah Hill, 2018), and 
Waves (dir. Trey Edward Schults, 2019). Reznor is best-known as the founding member of 
the rock group Nine Inch Nails; since founding the band in 1988 he has been its only 
continuous member and often records albums by himself, playing almost all of the 
instruments. Ross has been a producer and audio engineer for multiple Nine Inch Nail 
albums, and the pair are also part of the band How to Destroy Angels, which was founded 
in 2009. 
Similar to the collaborations between Denis Villeneuve and Johann Johannsson, 
Fincher, Reznor, and Ross collaborate to produce music for each film before the composers 
see any shot footage. In fact, they routinely go one step further – whereas Johannsson was 
asked by Villeneuve to create a specific mood or idea (like the ‘sound of a threat’ in Sicario) 
Reznor and Ross began by simply creating music with no input from Fincher whatsoever. 
Reznor says in the Social Network DVD’s special feature ‘Trent Reznor, Atticus Ross, and 
David Fincher on the Score’ that “our first batch of stuff that we delivered was really meant 
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to be: let’s just see what resonates with David, here’s some swatches, you know, tack ’em on 
the wall, see if anything feels, do you like this kind of approach, do you like these sounds, 
should we be more this way … but let’s just get an idea of what kind of music we’re gonna 
be creating here” (6:35).4 Instead of the director choosing to direct the creation of the music, 
here the music was created and then re-appropriated to different places in the film to see 
what worked best. The sketches were sent without regard to where they would be used in 
the film, and without any relation to the film at all, so Fincher often had free reign to place 
the cues where he felt they should go. Reznor, talking about seeing the title sequence the 
first time, said “that’s when we both had goosebumps watching, and in particular that title 
scene, where the track we call ‘Hand Covers Bruise’ plays. When we wrote that, I don’t 
think we were both thinking here’s the main title theme, you know?” (8:45) While this 
practice has been around for decades – director Jean Cocteau is famous for his ‘accidental 
synchronisation’ of composer Georges Auric’s scores in the ‘30s – and is even used in the 
film Jackie (dir. Pablo Larraín, 2016), discussed in chapter six, it is not a common 
occurrence, and speaks to the level of trust Fincher and his composers had with each other. 
Neither Reznor nor Ross, in any interviews about the film, mention looking at the 
script or receiving ideas from Fincher before they started writing. Although Fincher does 
mention he sent Reznor the script and a “few cut scenes” (1:41:45, DVD Commentary),5 this 
points to a general indifference the composers had towards creating film music; instead, 
they seemed more interested in simply creating music, with little regard given to its filmic 
aspects (e.g. where it would be placed in the film, how it would fit with the rhythm of the 
 
4 I have added in timestamps for all of the quotes (unless they specify otherwise, the timestamps are for this video), 
but there was no way to find a copy of this video, so the only way to view it is to buy a copy of the DVD special 
features. 
5 A cut scene in this context is simply a scene that has been roughly edited together to provide an audiovisual 
representation of the script, without any VFX or music added in. 
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editing, if it would represent a character or place or not, etc.). Reznor even says that “when 
we were creating the music, again, we weren’t thinking of it to particular scenes or to 
picture, it was let’s try to make interesting music that sounds like music, you know, in the 
forefront” (7:00).  
 Reznor and Ross also create their music in a unique way. As Ross himself puts it, 
“I’ve worked with enough people to know that we work in a different way” (2:35). Rather 
than notating with sheet music, or sitting with a piano or guitar and writing down 
something they come up with, they sit together and simply create music, for “maybe 
anywhere from ten minutes to an hour” (4:00). During this process, “I [Reznor] just kind of 
impulsively generate bits of melody, or parts, while he [Ross] is recording them” (2:42), 
which belies a conscious effort to create music from beginning to end. Instead, it points to 
an unconscious outpouring of emotion and communication. As Reznor puts it, “I think I 
know what parts are good, occasionally, and if I noodle in on something, I’ll stay on that for 
a while, but it’s all performance-based, it’s never stopping and thinking and talking” (2:42). 
They give themselves no time to dwell on a melody or a harmonic structure and over-
analyse it. Reznor performs it and Ross records it. Afterwards, “he [Ross] tends to go 
through that, and pick out sometimes what I [Reznor] think was good, sometimes things I 
didn’t think were good, arranges them in a blend that, when I come back fresh … now it 
sounds like a new piece I wouldn’t have come up with, and now, we take it from that point 
on” (4:00). In this way, both composers have complete co-authorship of any cue they write.  
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Filminimalism in The Social Network 
 
As shown in the scatterplot in section 3.3,6 if the Filminimalism genre resided on a 
spectrum, the music of Trent Reznor and Atticus Ross would reside in quadrant (1), on the 
opposite end of the spectrum to the music of Johann Johannsson and Mica Levi. Artists on 
all sides of the spectrum create music that falls under the Filminimalism umbrella, but 
they go about it in different ways: whereas the Johannsson and Levi side would use 
acoustic instrumentation to create dissonant chord clusters, with a general absence of 
percussive instruments,7 the Reznor and Ross side focuses heavily on electronic music with 
a steady, up-tempo pulse.  
 According to Reznor, he and Fincher ‘decided right away that we didn’t want to go 
with an orchestral score’ (Pitchfork, 2010). Instead, Reznor and Ross have a studio set up in 
Los Angeles that is almost completely full of synthesisers, every one of which they know 
how to play and what to expect. Reznor calls the collection “our band, our orchestra, we 
know what we can milk out of these various pieces of gear” (2:25). When Reznor does use an 
acoustic instrument, like a guitar or piano, he uses microphones and guitar pedals in such a 
way that the essence of the instrument is less obvious than the notes or rhythm it is 
playing. For example, Reznor never records himself playing guitar without sending the 
signal through “a whole bunch of pedals” (0:16). Similarly, the piano used in the cue “Hand 
Covers Bruise” is mic’d at three different distances and with three different microphones to 
produce a different sound, and different emotional and narrative meanings, for each of the 
three instances where the cue is heard.8 (Casanelles, 2016, 57) 
 
6 See pp. 80. 
7 Though Sicario is an exception to this rule, and I have explained why. 
8 This is an example of the narrative signification of Filminimalism, as the piano melody is used in three different 
times throughout the film as a triptych melodic motif that musically symbolised Mark’s growing physical and 
emotional distance from his friends. 
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Furthermore, Reznor and Ross both create and record music, whether it be melodies, 
chords, or rhythmic structures, without regard to where it is going to be placed in the cue. 
Reznor could record a section that is used in a cue simultaneously with a section he 
recorded the previous day, or a section he will record the next day. It is this practice that 
truly separates the work Reznor and Ross have done with the work analysed in the 
previous two close readings. When Johannsson, or any composer who writes on sheet music, 
records his or her work, regardless of electronic manipulation or how much the sound 
changes, the final product will still sound roughly the same to the way it looks on the page. 
The written score would still make sense to a trained musician. However, if one were to 
score the music that Reznor creates in a session and compare it to the music that makes it 
to Ross’s final cut, there would be absolutely no similarities. Thus, Reznor and Ross’s work 
is even harder to notate than Johannsson’s, as it was not created in a linear fashion but 
rather patched together like a quilt. 
 Still, having a computer-based production process does not mean the music one 
produces is going to sound electronic. One could, theoretically, record oneself playing each 
of the separate tones that appear in a Mozart sonata on a piano, and then rearrange, 
duplicate, lengthen, or shorten them to create the written music. Reznor and Ross 
purposely use many non-acoustic sounds as a further comment on the over-reliance on 
technology that The Social Network discusses. For instance, the cue over the main titles, 
“Hand Covers Bruise” (timestamp – 5:16), starts with a scratchy and erratic – yet 
nonetheless recognisable – long-held cello drone note, which is then joined by a piano 
melody:9  
 
 
9 See Appendix X for a notation of the entire cue. 
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Example 5.2 
However, halfway through the cue, an electronic, low-pitched drone that swells and 
oscillates is added to imbue the track, and the rest of the film, with a sense of unease and 
artificiality. A few other of the myriad examples include the sequencer at the beginning of 
the cue “In Motion” (timestamp – 9:13), the background pulses in the cue “Intriguing 
Possibilities” (timestamp – 30:13), and the scratches and palm muting in the cue “A 
Familiar Taste” (timestamp – 12:34). In fact, every cue – save for “Penetration” (timestamp 
– 1:04:25), which consists only of piano – has clearly audible electronic noises and non-
acoustic sounds. The music not only uses electronic elements like pads or drumbeats to 
enhance the acoustic aspects of the music, such as in Sicario and Arrival, but also insists 
upon them – the electronic elements are the focal point of the entire score.  
 Reznor and Ross’s production style and schedule is one that would not have been 
possible even ten years ago, and as a result their music is at the forefront of technological 
advancement. However, their score for The Social Network can still be analysed for its 
‘constituent parts’ of form, texture, harmony, melody, and rhythm, as well as by its primary 
and secondary characteristics. The previous paragraphs already explored the score’s 
instrumentation, so the secondary parameters on which this section focuses most are 
dynamics and timbre.  
Of the three film scores by Reznor and Ross examined in this thesis, The Social 
Network is their most ‘musical’. The scores for The Girl with the Dragon Tattoo and Gone 
Girl act merely as auditory landscapes – as scenery which their characters have to navigate 
through like they would walk through a building or drive through a countryside. The music 
in those films is almost non-existent; it obscures itself almost to a fault. However, in The 
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Social Network, the cues follow a more traditional form. They can be listened to as tracks in 
their own right. For example, melody is not completely absent in this score as it is in the 
rest of the six scores in this thesis. Not only does the main theme, “Hand Covers Bruise” 
have a recognisable six-note melody (Example 5.2) that appears as a melodic motif three 
times in the film,10 but multiple other cues, including “In Motion”, “A Familiar Taste”, 
“Intriguing Possibilities”, and “On We March” (timestamp – 1:36:24), each have a series of 
notes that are notable in their cohesiveness and stand out as a discrete set. While this is 
not unheard of in scores with Filminimalist properties, the amount of melodic material in 
The Social Network is unique among the scores covered in this thesis.  
However, the piano melody in “Hand Covers Bruise” is the only one mentioned that 
occupies the musical space typically reserved for a melody. It is played an octave above a 
single cello note, and is mixed at a louder volume than the other parts of the cue. The other 
four melodies are only given a slight raise in volume over their respective beats, and they 
come in very late to each cue, making it difficult for the audience to pick up on it, as there 
are so many other factors occurring at the same time, in both the music and the film. For 
example, the distorted guitar riff in “A Familiar Taste” occurs 57 seconds after the start of 
the cue at 12:34, at which point the narrative is showing a montage of a huge number of 
college students looking at Mark’s website interspersed with others partying. Thus, even 
though there are parts in multiple cues that can be considered melodies in theory, in 
practice that concept does not precisely apply. There are ‘hummable’ moments throughout 
the score, but, as Roger Ebert (2011) wrote, ‘nobody left [the theatre] humming it, or 
perhaps even particularly remembering it’. 
 
10 This is the only score of the seven that uses a melodic motif. 
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 Harmony is another constituent part that The Social Network utilises more liberally 
than the other films in this thesis; though it is sometimes static and unchanging, often it 
follows simple harmonic pop and rock progressions like one would hear on contemporary 
radio. The cues “Hand Covers Bruise” and “A Familiar Taste” are prime examples of a 
static, unchanging harmony. Besides the piano line (Example 5.2) of “Hand Covers Bruise”, 
which consists of the notes D-E-F♯-G-A-B, every other instrument, from the cello to the low 
and high synthesisers, plays the note D. The only difference between these notes is the 
register, which ranges from D1 (low synth), to D3 (cello), to D5 (high synth), and the fact that 
the high synth oscillates in pitch between the D5 and a C♯5. No other notes are heard in the 
harmony, which, without the melody line, would not be considered harmony at all, the 
definition of which presupposes more than a single note: ‘… coordinating the simultaneous 
use of notes’ (Kalinak, 1992, 6, my emphasis). The cue “A Familiar Taste” is even less 
harmonic; until the ‘melody’ guitar part comes in at 0:57, the only aspect of the piece that 
produces a discernible note is a faint synth pad that holds an E4. Nothing else produces a 
pitched tone, only rhythms and unpitched sounds. 
 The cues “Intriguing Possibilities” and “Painted Sun in Abstract” (timestamp – 
35:20) are prime examples of harmonies that change, progress, and repeat. In “Intriguing 
Possibilities”, there is a multi-layered synth beat that starts the cue with a strong tonic 
note of D, though without any extra harmonic information to determine a major or minor 
mode. The sequencer that starts eight bars into the cue contains both an F and an F♯, 
creating an amalgamation of both. However, when the piano melody comes in with the line 
B4-C5 → F4-G4-A4, it creates a Dorian scale and shifts the mode of the cue to minor. The cue 
then changes to a B section, in which the bass pulse jumps to B♭ for four beats, then G for 
four, and back to D for eight before repeating that progression three more times. When the 
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bass pulse lands on the D, the piano line finishes on a F♯4-C5 tritone, firmly planting the 
local section in a major mode, and specifically D Mixolydian. Also, as the G bass pulse is 
part of a Cmaj harmony, the B section actually progresses ♭VI → ♭VII → I, a ‘modal’ and 
‘particularly dominant-avoiding’ cadence that is ‘so common … in film music that it 
assumes the status of a harmonic default for certain composers’ (Lehman, 2018, 3). With a 
return to the A section, the piece becomes primarily Dorian again. This style of 
harmonisation is present throughout a lot of Reznor and Ross’s work – the idea that one 
can harmonically progress to chords that are related to the parallel minor or major of the 
tonic. For instance, they often progress from Dmaj to mediant chords like Fmaj or B♭maj, 
then perhaps to Cmaj or Gmaj, and finally back to Dmaj. This is redolent of Lehman’s 
pantriadic tonality – although each chord is a tonal centre unto itself, they often progress 
through modal or other non-tonal practices. 
In the cue “Painted Sun in Abstract”, the cue starts with a synth pulse already in a 
progression. It plays eight beats of oscillating eighth notes between a D3 and a D4, then 
drops down a whole tone to play 8 beats of C3-C4, then down to G2-G3 and then F2-F3. 
However, just like the last cue, all of these chords are major. This is another example of 
pantriadicism, and a constant theme throughout Reznor and Ross’s scores: often, trying to 
analyse the overall harmonic structure of an entire cue or score can lead to erroneous 
conclusions, and it is best to take each chord on its own. In this cue, for instance, trying to 
fit the entire chord sequence around the initial D pulse can be done, and leads to a mode of 
D Aeolian. However, the chord progression is less important than the fact that they are all 
major, and that tone colour imbues the entire cue with the upbeat, joyful quality of a major 
mode, rather than the minor, melancholy quality associated with the Aeolian mode. 
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“Painted Sun in Abstract” also has a B section to it, which continues the oscillating 
octave-pulse pattern but changes the chord progression. Coming from an Fmaj chord at the 
end of the A section, the B section starts on the same chord, and then progresses through 
the circle of fifths to B♭maj → E♭maj → A♭maj, and repeats that for the rest of the cue. Just 
like the A section, this chord progression is seen more commonly in a minor key or mode, in 
which the ♭VII (E♭maj) and ♭III (A♭maj) chords are built from the scale. The chord change 
from A♭maj → Fmaj creates a more upbeat and positive tone that befits the cue and the 
scene in the movie, in which Mark finally finishes creating Facebook and puts the site up 
online (timestamp – 37:51). Additionally, the way the progression follows the circle of fifths 
creates a feeling of inevitability – an idea that each chord is predetermined to lead to one 
another and adding a forward momentum to the actions on screen – aurally indicating that 
it is Facebook itself, more than any of the people involved in its production, that is 
inexorable and has taken on a life of its own, one that cannot and will not be stopped.  
The harmonic progressions and structures found in this score – the circle of fifths, 
mediant shifts, Picardy thirds, pantriadicism – use the primary parameter of harmony to 
its full potential, and are exemplary of the ‘distinctively “Hollywood”’ music that Lehman 
writes about in Hollywood Harmony, codified in the film music of the Golden Era and still 
today considered to be ‘defining factor[s] of our present scoring practice’ (ibid.). Because of 
this, the score for The Social Network is the closest in this thesis to a traditional score. 
However, the examples above represent only a small portion of the entire score, and thus it 
still falls under the generic umbrella of Filminimalism. As I mentioned in the previous 
chapter, demarcating trends and categories in music, as well as in film, is not an exact 
science and film scores can sometimes fall under multiple categories.  
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 Rhythm in The Social Network is almost exclusively an underlying foundation of fast 
pulses upon which the harmony and melody is layered. The term ‘Four-on-the-Floor’, in 
which the bass drum plays uniform and unaccented hits on every downbeat in a 4/4 
measure and which is widely used to describe the beat of a disco song or electronic dance 
music, is pertinent in this case as well, although in The Social Network the beat is usually 
created from a synthesised pulse instead of a bass or kick drum. Cues such as “In Motion”, 
“Intriguing Possibilities”, “Painted Sun in Abstract”, “Pieces Form the Whole” (timestamp – 
42:40), “Magnetic”, and “On We March” (timestamp – 1:36:24) are perfect examples of the 
‘Four-on-the-Floor’ pulse, and other cues such as “A Familiar Taste”, “Eventually We Find 
Our Way” (timestamp – 50:54), and “Almost Home” (timestamp – 1:33:16) are similar as 
well. The only major cues within the film without any regular rhythmic foundation are 
“Hand Covers Bruise”, “It Catches Up with You” (timestamp – 20:56), and “Gentle Hum of 
Anxiety” (timestamp – 1:49:39).11  
The tempos of the pulse-heavy cues are in general quite fast; the slowest tempo is 
about 113 BPM in the cue “Painted Sun in Abstract”, although many of the cues, such as “A 
Familiar Taste”, “On We March”, and “Magnetic”, can be heard in half-time, which would 
drop their BPM to the 60 – 70 range. One main difference between this film and Sicario, 
which is also rhythm-heavy, is that in Sicario one can clearly hear the drums and 
percussion instruments as they play, whereas in The Social Network the cues typically start 
out with the rhythmic pulse and ‘Four-on-the-Floor’ beat in the foreground. However, after 
adding so many layers on top of it, the pulse becomes lost in the mix and almost inaudible. 
That is not to say Reznor and Ross fade out the rhythm, but rather the audience becomes 
 
11 The cue “Penetration” does not have any rhythmic instruments, as it consists of only piano, but the piano itself is 
used in a rhythmic way and the beat can be identified and felt quite easily. The cue “Soft Trees Break the Fall” also 
does not have any rhythm foundation, but it is only played during the end credits (timestamp – 1:57:12). 
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accustomed to the pulse and no longer consciously hears it, but feels it instead; the beat 
shifts from being audible to implied. 
 Lastly, both form and texture in the score for The Social Network are transformed 
and developed in tandem: the form of a cue is shaped by changes in its texture, and vice 
versa. Take the first two cues of the film, “Hand Covers Bruise” and “In Motion”, as 
examples of two cues that differ in almost every way, except for their form and texture. 
“Hand Covers Bruise” has a melody line of irregular rhythm, uses acoustic instruments like 
cello and piano, and is slow and unmetred; “In Motion” is the exact opposite of all those 
points. And yet, they both start out with one instrument playing one musical idea, then add 
another, then another and another until the cue ends with a cornucopia of instruments, 
ideas, and layers of sound. In “Hand Covers Bruise”, the first instrument is a cello holding a 
long and scratchy D3 drone, to which the piano is then added six seconds later. After the 
first iteration of the melody, a low D2 is added to fill out the drone sound, and after the 
second iteration of the melody, another high-pitched drone sound is added which oscillates 
around a D5, then a series of low-pitched rumbling tones. The piano melody then returns 
(timestamp – 7:19), yet this time all of the added tones and drones are kept, bringing an 
entirely different feel to it. “In Motion” follows the same concept: it starts with a steady 
four-on-the-floor beat, with a low bass drum and a soft D2-F♯3 in the first two measures, and 
a bass line that progresses as F3 → C3 → G3 → B2 → C3 in the next two measures before 
returning back to D.12 This four-bar phrase is now the foundation of the piece. In the next 
repetition through the phrase, Reznor and Ross add a sequencer (four bars), and then a 
high-hat on the off beats (four bars), then a quick sixteenth-note D3 pulse (four bars), which 
then changes in timbre and dynamics (four bars). Finally, the melody (four bars) enters, 
 
12 See Appendix X for a full notation. 
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followed by the same melody repeated but lacking the final note (four bars), then a soft 
doubling of the melody (four and four bars). These are nine four-bar phrases, in which an 
extra instrument or musical idea is added in all but two of them. This same style of additive 
processing is applied to almost every track in the score; as such, many cues, like “In 
Motion”, or “Intriguing Possibilities”, “A Familiar Taste”, and “3:14 Every Night” 
(timestamp – 39:09), become instances of aural stratification.  
This section has demonstrated many instances in The Social Network in which the 
music conforms to the genre-defining traits of Filminimalism. The way form, texture, 
instrumentation, and (to a lesser extent) harmony and melody are used shows that this 
score is a textbook example of Filminimal music. The next section will detail how these 
constituent parts are used to convey a feeling of misempathy. 
 
Digital Misempathy in The Social Network 
 
The previous section has just examined the emergent properties of the score in The Social 
Network, and how those properties are exemplary of Filminimal Music – properties 
including electronic instrumentation, an additive form that makes use of layered and 
polyphonic textures, pantriadic harmonies, and simple melodies. This section will explore 
how those Filminimal properties facilitate the music to act misempathetically to the visual 
narrative through the incongruity of the two media. In The Social Network, I posit that the 
music reflects the digitalisation of contemporary society – people have access to more 
contacts than ever before, yet paradoxically feel more alone and less connected with others. 
The irony is not lost on Fincher, who, in The Social Network, has made a film about the 
biggest social networking platform in history being created by a lonely college student who, 
throughout the course of the film, drives away all meaningful relationships in his life. The 
film’s score, as if it is part of the digital domain, is always on the side of technology and 
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money, and is disinterested in human sentiment. Almost any time the music displays or 
conveys emotion, it is with regards to the success of Facebook as a business, and not with 
regards to any of the individual characters succeeding or failing. Because this is 
incongruent with how a filmgoer would normally react, the music is misempathetic to the 
characters and visual narrative.  
 When empathy and congruence is heard in the music, it is not in relation to the 
sympathetic characters of the film, like Eduardo and Erica. Instead, the music relates to 
the antihero characters, mainly Mark and Sean, and particularly when they are being 
driven by less-than-ideal motivators, like jealousy, anger, or greed. The score represents the 
ruthless and self-centred American Dream™; it celebrates Mark’s journey throughout the 
film as one of upward success, functioning incongruently to the visual narrative, which tells 
the opposite story. However, this can come across as empathetic to the filmgoer, as it 
relates to one’s baser instincts. It might be considered a common human desire in the West 
to want a lot of money (or at least to be financially stable and independent), especially when 
one has the time and health to enjoy it, or to become famous and/or respected among one’s 
peers, or to gain power over those by whom one has been wronged. These are the emotions 
conveyed by the music, and while at first it is easy to see them as empathetic, as they do 
approximately reflect the filmgoers’ desires, they are not. The score, as an entity, is 
disinterested in people and their human problems; it observes the characters in the story 
from behind a metaphorical computer screen and, due to this, sees narrative drama as 
unnecessary and foreign – unnecessary because it hinders the success of the business and 
the money, and foreign because, as this metaphorical digitised entity, it cannot understand 
nor empathise with human emotion or irrational behaviour.  
The music extolls everything in the film that facilitates the rise of Facebook and is 
disinterested, to the point of animosity, in anything that obstructs it. For example, the cue 
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“Magnetic” plays over the scene in which Sean Parker (Justin Timberlake) first meets Mark 
and Eduardo (Andrew Garfield) to talk about Facebook. Although this meeting is 
narratively framed in a negative light by Eduardo’s voiceover, the music is anempathetic to 
Eduardo’s annoyance at Sean and anxiety about losing his part in the business. Instead, it 
is loud, fun, and catchy – the music is having as good a time as Sean or Mark. Because the 
cue ‘knows’ that this meeting is crucial to the success of Facebook and the route to billions 
of dollars, it empathetically reacts with joy and revelry. The cue at the end, the licensed pop 
song “Baby You’re a Rich Man” (timestamp – 1:54:20) by The Beatles, is an overt reflection 
of this revelry at the success of Facebook. It is so loud and upbeat, celebrating Mark for 
becoming a rich man, that it does not feel empathetic in the slightest to the sorrowful and 
isolated Mark as he seeks to connect with his ex-girlfriend (ironically, through Facebook).  
 Additional examples of this misempathy in action are the cues “In Motion” and its 
successor “A Familiar Taste”. Both cues represent the viewing of the world through a 
computer monitor. As Mark creates FaceMash in his dorm room, the cue “In Motion” starts 
and accompanies a montage that cross-cuts between Mark on his laptop and the Phoenix 
Club party.13 The music is a driving, 125 BPM four-on-the-floor beat with a heavy electronic 
bass line; essentially, it is club music, and it communicates kinaesthetic significance 
(Fabbri, 1982a, 57). It quickens the pulse of the filmgoer through Rhythmic Entrainment 
and, through Aesthetic Judgment, reminds the filmgoer of contemporary electronic dance 
music, evoking memories that are associated with such. The next cue, “A Familiar Taste”, 
does the same, its hard-rock vibe recalling the glitz and glamour of the rock ‘n roll lifestyle. 
In sum, the music and the fast editing is used to excite the filmgoer, to put him or her in an 
energetic state, and to help them have fun. However, what Mark is doing is not fun, 
 
13 Cross-Cutting is used to show scenes that take place concurrently in different locations. 
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especially for the women of the university being unknowingly forced to compete with each 
other based on their looks. Every woman shown talking during the “A Familiar Taste” 
sequence (no one besides Mark and one Phoenix Club member talk during the “In Motion” 
montage) is offended by what they are seeing – e.g. “That’s my roommate!”, and “This is 
pathetic”. If the music was empathetic towards the plight of the women in this situation, or 
even towards Mark – who is hurt and grieving about his breakup – it would not be as 
energetic or fun. Instead, the music in these scenes is misempathetic and reflects the two 
themes previously stated in this section: (1) the celebration of anything that facilitates the 
rise of Facebook and the fulfilment of the American Dream, and (2) the observation of the 
world through a computer screen.  
Regarding the former, FaceMash is Mark’s first foray into connecting the students 
at Harvard in a single website. This scene serves as the inciting incident in Mark’s story – 
it is the impetus that starts the narrative in motion. Through this plot point, he gains the 
attention of the Winklevoss twins who give him the idea for Facebook; he generates the 
idea that students want to see their friends online; he also shows the audience how 
proficient he is at coding and how he wants to gain friends and a higher social status. All of 
these events propel Mark towards creating Facebook and becoming a billionaire, and the 
music is excited about that prospect, resulting in an upbeat score.  
Regarding the latter, Mark and his friends (as well as the male student population 
of Harvard) are all shown at their computers. It is true that they know some of the girls – 
Mark even confirms this later (“It’s because they saw pictures of girls that they knew” 
[timestamp – 26:54]) – but the mediated view of them that a computer screen offers the 
young men freedom from culpability. The computer screen also provides anonymity, in that 
the votes cast do not come with a name or picture attached, so no one truly knows who 
votes for whom. The sheer amount of traffic to the website emboldens each person to 
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continue, as their individual vote power dwindles. As no snowflake feels responsible for the 
avalanche, no individual male student feels responsible for participating or for voting 
for/against anyone specific. It also reinforces the idea that what is seen on a screen, 
whether it be a computer, television, or theatre screen, always carries with it some sense of 
unreality – a notion that the real images on screen are fabricated rather than captured. The 
music revels in this unreality, choosing to observe with detachment rather than be 
empathetic to the fact that the female students in FaceMash are real people and known to 
Mark and the other participants. 
Mark is the protagonist of the film. Just as with Kate in Sicario and Louise in 
Arrival, the entire narrative arc of the film revolves around him; he is either present in or 
the subject of the vast majority of the scenes. However, unlike those previous two 
characters, Mark is not a good person, and not a character that the director wants the 
filmgoer to ‘feel into’. He is a protagonist only because he is the main character of the story 
and main impetus behind the narrative. He is not the traditional ideal of a protagonist: 
whereas Kate and Louise are kind, loyal, trustworthy, and try to do good even when faced 
with opposition, Mark is cruel and spiteful, disloyal and untrustworthy, and actively 
chooses the morally wrong path multiple times. The filmgoer, regardless of how he or she 
actually reacted to the film, is not supposed to walk out of the theatre revering Mark or 
wanting to be like him. The creators of the film want the audience to sympathise with Mark 
and to understand him, but not to think he is a character worthy of admiration.  
The character in this film that would best fit the bill of a likeable, admirable 
protagonist would be Eduardo. Of all the characters in the film, he is shown in the best 
light. The first time Eduardo is on screen is when he enters Mark’s dormitory just between 
the cues “In Motion” and “A Familiar Taste”, at 11:55. The first lines of dialogue he has are 
“Hey Mark … You and Erica split up … It’s on your blog … Are you alright? … I’m here for 
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you … Are you okay? … You mean other students … You think this is such a good idea?” 
before the “A Familiar Taste” cue starts and he joins in with Mark’s FaceMash idea. This 
dialogue shows how much Eduardo cares for Mark – he is immediately concerned for his 
friend’s well-being and offers up his time and energy to help him recover from the breakup. 
Yet, the very next scene shows them on opposing sides of a lawsuit. Eduardo, though 
portrayed throughout the film as the most likeable character and best option for a 
protagonist, is narratively an antagonist. He opposes Mark multiple times throughout the 
film, tries to get Facebook monetised before it is ready, which most likely would have cost 
the company billions, and sues Mark to regain his share in the company. Erica, Mark’s ex-
girlfriend, is another example of a likeable character who is antagonistic towards Mark 
and, subsequently, towards Facebook.  
The music, therefore, functions misempathetically towards Eduardo and Erica. 
Although the filmgoer would more likely connect with them than with Mark, as their 
problems (being betrayed by a friend, being treated poorly by a boyfriend) are more 
relatable and universal than Mark’s journey, the music is indifferent to their lives and 
narrative arcs. It even relates to them with active contempt, as they are the people 
standing in the way of Mark becoming as power-hungry and greedy as the ‘American 
Dream’ market wants him to be. Mark is the only character towards whom the music 
functions empathetically – at least, on the surface. More specifically, the music wants Mark 
to succeed because that would make Facebook succeed – once that is assured, Mark joins 
the ranks of the other characters and is regarded with misempathy (the “Baby You’re a 
Rich Man” cue being a perfect example of this).  
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FaceMash Montage – Close Reading  
 
This close reading section will look at the FaceMash scenes and provide an analysis 
through the CAM of how certain emergent Filminimalist properties in the music function 
incongruently to the image. Due to this incongruence, the music displays misempathy – it is 
anempathetic towards any character on screen that does not facilitate the forward 
momentum of Facebook as a company, and seeks to manipulate the filmgoer into an 
affective bond with those who act selfishly and take advantage of others. These scenes will 
specifically demonstrate how the music observes the situation as if through a mediator, 
such as a computer or a movie screen, and explore how the music is incongruent with the 
visual narrative both structurally and thematically. 
The music in the FaceMash scene (timestamp – 9:10-16:17) is a combination of two 
back-to-back cues, “In Motion” and “A Familiar Taste”. In the first scene, Mark creates a 
website called www.FaceMash.com, where one can go and rank the ‘hotness’ of women who 
go to Harvard by comparing two women at a time. The “In Motion” cue accompanies Mark 
as he creates the website and blogs about it, and the cue “A Familiar Taste” plays as Mark, 
his friends, and other men around the university go to this website and participate in the 
ranking. Cross-cutting simultaneously between these two scenes is a scene in which a bus-
load of women attend a party at the Phoenix Club (a Harvard all-male ‘final club’). 
 The music in these scenes acts anempathetically to the women that are subjected to 
being ranked, and empathetically to the men who created the website and those who found 
it entertaining and used it. However, as was pointed out, the music functions 
empathetically towards the men solely as a byproduct of it being misempathetic towards 
Facebook, the American Dream, and corporate greed. The music is excited and happy 
because the creation of FaceMash is the first step towards Mark creating Facebook and 
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succumbing to the greed and power that comes with it – rather than it being happy for 
Mark or any of the other men in the scene. Going one step further, this close reading will 
detail how that disinterest is communicated via the incongruity between the structural and 
semiotic properties of the music and those of the visuals.  
 The visual narrative of this montage tells two interwoven, simultaneous stories. The 
first is that of Mark and his friends sitting in his dorm room, with Mark at his computer 
creating the website for FaceMash, and the subsequent use of the website by the vast 
majority of the men on campus. The second story is that of the women invited to a party 
hosted by the Phoenix Club. The two converge towards the end of the “A Familiar Taste” 
montage when members of the Phoenix Club start using FaceMash and a girl from the 
party walks in and says “That’s my roommate!” (timestamp – 14:04-14:15). The visual 
structural properties of the first story are fairly static – there are very few instances of 
visual movement or intensity, the colours and contour are muted and artificial, and the 
characters are almost all seated and often not even talking. If the two visual narratives are 
given equal screen time throughout the two cues then, of the seven-minute scene, about 
three and a half minutes would be dedicated to Mark and other Harvard students staring 
at, and typing on, a computer. Even the voiceover narration by Mark throughout “In 
Motion” uses language that most audience members would not understand or find 
interesting, quotes such as “They keep everything open and allow indexes in their Apache 
configuration, so a little w-get magic is all that’s necessary …” (timestamp – 10:01), and 
“it’s definitely necessary to break out emacs and modify that Perl script …” (timestamp – 
11:51).  
 The only instances of visual movement or intensity are created by the camera, 
rather than the narrative. The characters in this first story are all static: they sit in chairs, 
staring at computer screens, sometimes talking to their friends, and practically not moving 
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at all. Fincher attempts to make up for this with rapid-fire editing to give the visuals a fast 
rhythm, and many moving shots that follow the actions of the characters – a panning shot 
of Mark’s hand as it moves from the mouse to the keyboard, tilts and pans that follow 
Eduardo as he walks to Mark’s room, a zoom in on an equation written on a window, a 
truck that follows a random student as he meets up with his friends,14 etc. – to imbue the 
narrative with at least some kinetic energy. The visual colour and contour during these 
scenes are also muted. Most of the characters in frame are wearing simple clothing with 
muted colours – lots of dark sweatshirts and faded jeans – and the lighting is quite dim. 
The only contour with regards to the lighting and colours is the bright, harsh white that is 
given off by the computer screens.  
 The second story being told – that of the Phoenix Club party – is more interesting 
visually. While the colours and contrast are similar to the first story, in that most character 
outfits are muted and dark colours, and both inside and outside the Phoenix Club are dark 
and hard to see, there is much more visual motion, in both the camera movement and 
movement of the characters on screen. People are dancing, walking around, playing poker, 
and generally being more animated than their counterparts in the first story. The camera, 
as well, is almost constantly moving in these scenes. There are pan and tilt shots, dolly 
shots, crane shots, etc. This intensity and constant motion could be seen as congruent with 
the fast-paced and intense music; however, almost every shot from this narrative is in slow 
motion. The pans, dollies, and cranes throughout the scene showing dancing and drinking 
and poker playing and kissing are all in slow motion. Therefore, while there is motion both 
within and without the frame, the intensity and energy usually associated with that motion 
is drastically reduced by the slow motion – everything instead feels lethargic and 
 
14 A truck is a dolly shot in which the camera is moving on a dolly left or right. 
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underwhelming. Instead of glamorising the party lifestyle that Mark yearns to be a part of, 
the visuals in this story satirise it; the slow-motion shots combined with the dark lighting 
and out-of-focus lens present this party, and this story, as a fictional, voyeuristic, dream-
like scenario that does not hold up to the scrutiny of the crisp outlines, bright lights, and 
regular speed of reality. 
 Thus, the visuals of the scene that the cues “In Motion” and “A Familiar Taste” 
accompany are associated primarily with negative affect, as Boltz writes. While she was 
referring to music, one can take the properties she references – slow tempo, minor mode, 
few changes in pitch – and apply them to visual storytelling as well. The visuals in this 
scene are both physically slow, with the slow motion of the party, and uninteresting, as 
Mark sits in a chair and types lines of code into his computer. There are also few changes in 
visual movement or intensity, as the lighting is mostly dark and subdued, people either are 
not moving at all or moving in slow motion, and there are very few instances of rapid 
motion or bright, contrasting colours. 
 In contrast, the music is associated with positive affect, as it exhibits properties such 
as ‘rapid tempo … and a wide variety of pitch changes’, in addition to ascending contours, 
the opposite of the ‘descending contours’ Juslin (2013, 258) states are a property of negative 
affect in music. First, the tempo of the music is much faster than the slow-motion visuals. 
The tempo of “In Motion” is 125 BPM and that of “A Familiar Taste” is 145 BPM, and both 
have a rhythmic foundation of steady eighth notes, which can make the pulse of both feel 
well over 200 BPM. This creates incongruity between the rhythmic and kinetic intensity of 
the music and the lack thereof in the visuals. Both cues are very fast and driving, creating a 
disconnect with the slow-moving, dreamy visuals of the party, as well as the stationary 
characters of the FaceMash story.  
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Second, both cues have a wide range of frequencies used in the music. Both have a 
foundation of very low pitches: “In Motion” is built primarily on a D1 note, and “A Familiar 
Taste” on an F1. On top of those very low frequencies “In Motion” has a sequencer ascending 
motif that ends on a D6, and “A Familiar Taste” has nonmusical noise scratches that also 
reach up to a D6 at the high end. This wide range within the music contrasts with the 
monotonous voiceover narration from Mark and the restricted colour scheme of the 
characters and settings. Third, the “In Motion” cue has a sequencer motif, made up of 
sixteenth notes, that starts at the D2 pitch at the beginning of each measure and ends at 
the B4 pitch sixteen notes later, with the exception of every fourth iteration, when it ends 
on a D6. The notes lower in pitch are also lower in volume and, as they get higher and leave 
the crowded frequencies between D2 and D3, they become more noticeable. This creates a 
sensation similar to the Shepard Tone – that the music is constantly ascending.15 This 
makes it sound more upbeat and optimistic. This constant ascension, combined with the 
many layers that are added to the cue every eight measures, gives the cue a feel of 
inevitability. It is as if the power and depersonalisation exemplified in Facebook – and 
shown briefly in the FaceMash sequence – have always been there, and were simply 
waiting to be harnessed.  
The visual narrative is trying to portray what Mark and his friends are doing as 
fictional, too-good-to-be-true wish fulfilment, but the music brings it into sharp focus and is 
positively affected by the real-world outcomes of their actions. The structural properties of 
the Musical Surface affect the attempted Visual Meaning and in turn affects the filmgoer’s 
Working Narrative. Because the arrow from Music Structure to Visual Structure is more 
 
15 The Shepard Tone uses two sine waves an octave apart to create an illusion that the sound is constantly ascending 
or descending in pitch. 
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potent when the two structures are incongruent, the music becomes more influential in 
what the audience takes away from these scenes. In the filmgoer’s Long-Term Memory in 
level E, they would know that judging and ranking women – especially women you know 
and with whom you go to university – based solely on their ‘hotness’ is wrong, yet the 
Musical Surface accesses the same level by playing cues that are reminiscent of fun, 
exciting dance music. This clash of emotions is the true incongruence within this scene, and 
within the Working Narrative of the filmgoer: the incongruence that power, money, and 
fame – although morally wrong to pursue at the expense of others – can also provide fun 
and excitement. In sum, the music displays misempathy by identifying with those who use 
the emotional distance provided by a computer screen to engage in reprehensible behaviour, 
abandoning the bond usually formed with the filmgoer over their shared emotional 
responses, leading to feelings of alienation and abandonment in the filmgoer. 
 
5.3: The Girl with the Dragon Tattoo 
 
The second collaboration between director David Fincher and composers Trent Reznor and 
Atticus Ross is the film The Girl with the Dragon Tattoo, released in 2011 and written by 
Steven Zaillian. Based on the acclaimed Stieg Larsson novel of the same name, the film is 
set in the fictional small town of Hedestad, Sweden and follows journalist Mikael Blomkvist 
(played by Daniel Craig) and computer hacker Lisbeth Salander (Rooney Mara) as they are 
hired by Henrik Vanger (Christopher Plummer) to track down the person who killed his 
niece forty years prior.  
For their work on The Girl with the Dragon Tattoo, the two composers took the same 
route that worked so well with Fincher in the previous film. Reznor and Ross again did not 
write to picture, but instead composed music on their own, without input from the director 
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or screenwriter, sent in ideas and sketches to Fincher, and then worked from there to place 
the right cue at the right moment in the film. Reznor says in an interview with 
SoundWorks Collection that “we spent about six weeks just working from an 
impressionistic point of view – no picture, no scenes in mind, just things we thought might 
sound like it could belong to this film” (3:56, Appendix IX, no. 6). They again used primarily 
electronic instruments and computer-generated tones, with which Reznor would create the 
music and Ross would arrange it: the “first wave of things was just really creating beds of 
textures and drones with modular synthesisers that felt more like sound design even than 
music” (4:05). However, the end result is quite different to that of The Social Network. As 
mentioned before, one of their primary goals in writing the score for The Social Network 
was to create music that could stand on its own merit, that “sounds like music, you know, in 
the forefront” (7:00). The score for The Girl with The Dragon Tattoo, however, completely 
does away with any musical pretence and delves into the nonmusical world of distorted, 
detuned, and unnatural sounds and instruments, creating a palette of tones and drones 
that can often be mistaken for background noise. As Reznor put it, “without using the 
orchestra as an instrument, we can kinda break down the walls between sound design and 
music, and its role” (6:53). Often the music could only be described by reviewers in 
nonmusical terms: certain cues ‘drift into clouds of hellish distortion’, one ‘traps what 
sounds like human screams and moans beneath an actual beat’, another ‘weaves in and out 
of sections of intensely energetic movement’ (Pitchfork, 2012), and another cue even 
‘distantly resemble[s] suicidal vacuum cleaners’ (RollingStone, 2011). 
 
Filminimalism in The Girl with the Dragon Tattoo 
 
If taken literally and to the Nth degree, the logical conclusion behind the idea of 
Filminimalism is that it is just noise. One could take away all melodic, harmonic, and 
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rhythmic properties of a piece of music and use nonmusical instrumentation by recording a 
running chainsaw or a fan, and that would technically meet all of the requirements. Of the 
scores analysed by this thesis, the one for The Girl with the Dragon Tattoo is closest to this 
extreme. The composers worked with sound designer Ren Klyce to “kind of bridg[e] the kind 
of gap between sound design and music” (5:45, Appendix IX, no. 6), and even to erase the 
gap completely. In certain scenes, one of which is explored in the close reading section, 
there are diegetic sounds in the film that blend into the music until the filmgoer does not 
know when one ends and the other starts. Together with Klyce, Reznor and Ross succeeded 
in trying to “bleed the music right into the sound of the world” (6:53), so the music sounds 
like a gust of wind, or a floor polisher, or a train.  
The music in The Girl with the Dragon Tattoo does adhere to some cinematic codes, 
however, like that of the motif. As demonstrated before, motifs are rarely used in 
Filminimal scores, with traditional, melody-centric motifs even rarer still. One of the main 
reasons motifs are used is to associate ‘a theme in a film … with a character, a place, a 
situation, or an emotion’; a motif ‘may have a fixed or static designation, or it can evolve 
and contribute to the dynamic flow of the narrative by carrying its meaning into a new 
realm of signification’ (Gorbman, 1987, 3). Thus, motifs would not lend themselves well to a 
musical genre that seeks to avoid melody, themes, and signification. Yet, the score for this 
film, which is musically the most Filminimal of the seven I am describing, uses fourteen 
cues more than once throughout the film’s runtime, and four cues are used three times 
each. In The Social Network, the only musical idea used more than once is the melody from 
“Hand Covers Bruise”. In the Gone Girl score, which will be analysed in the next section, 
out of thirty-three cues, only five are repeated, and only one is repeated more than once. Of 
the forty-three times composed music is heard in The Girl with the Dragon Tattoo, thirty-
two of them are from a repeated cue. However, though many cues are reused at multiple 
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times throughout the film, they do not function as motifs in the traditional sense of 
conveying codified, representational meaning.  
One reason for this is, because they did not work to picture but instead wrote music 
based on impressions and atmosphere, Reznor and Ross wrote pieces that were incredibly 
long – too long to fit as a cue in any film. The longest cue in the film, “Please Take Your 
Hand Away” (timestamp – 79:59), is 4:58. On the soundtrack album, there are fourteen 
tracks longer than 4:58, with six of those tracks over seven minutes long. Because of this, 
there were many pieces that could be used in different places in the film, without reusing 
the same music. For instance, the cue “People Lie All the Time” is first used at 10:35 for 
approximately one minute, then used again at 31:43 for approximately two minutes. 
However, the cue as found in the film’s soundtrack listing and marketed soundtrack album 
is 4:11, and the minute-long cue from 10:35 is taken from the second half of the full piece, 
whereas the occurrence at 31:43 uses the first half. Thus, the two instances do not use 
exactly the same music, although they are ostensibly the same cue. Another example is the 
cue “She Reminds Me of You”, in which the first instance (timestamp – 13:22) uses a section 
from the second half of the cue, and the second instance (timestamp – 56:13) uses a section 
from the cue’s first half.  
 The repeated cues in the film are also associated with different characters, places, 
situations, and emotions between their first iteration and their second, and thus do not act 
as motifs. Again, “People Lie All the Time” is a perfect example. The cue is first used to 
accompany Lisbeth as she illegally snoops around Wennerstrom’s apartment complex in 
order to find a way to gain access to his computer and personal records. The next use of the 
cue accompanies a scene in which Mikael reviews the police record of the night Harriet 
disappeared, with the cue played over a montage of flashbacks and Mikael highlighting 
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police notes. In another example, the first time “She Reminds Me of You” is heard is 13:22, 
when Mikael first travels to Hedestad to meet his employer, Henrik Vanger. Mikael is a 
little annoyed but mostly intrigued by this new opportunity, and the emotion of the scene is 
one of nervous energy. The second time the cue is used is at 56:13, immediately after 
Lisbeth has been sexually assaulted by her social worker, and she is limping home alone. 
The emotion in this scene is one of humiliation and disgust at the act of brutality that has 
just taken place – a completely different feeling than the previous scene that the cue 
accompanies.  
Of the fourteen repeated cues in the film, only three – “With the Flies”, “Great Bird 
of Prey”, and “Hidden in Snow” – are used with similar characters, situations, and emotions 
throughout all of their repetitions and are, consequently, the only three that function 
narratively as motifs. The “With the Flies” cue plays when Lisbeth is forced to perform oral 
sex on her social worker (timestamp – 45:35), and again when her social worker rapes her 
(timestamp – 52:59). The “Great Bird of Prey” cue plays when Mikael is shot by Martin 
Vanger (Stellan Skarsgård) (timestamp – 1:35:48), when Lisbeth returns to the house and 
realises Martin has been there looking for Mikael (timestamp – 2:01:07), and when Lisbeth 
gives chase to Martin on her motorcycle (timestamp – 2:07:19). These two cues are 
character motifs in that each represents one of the two evil men presented in the film and 
accompanies the film during the times each man is acting in a threatening way. The final 
cue listed above, “Hidden in Snow”, deals with a setting rather than a person, and 
specifically a temporal setting. The cue is heard three times (timestamps – 18:27, 1:32:30, 
and 1:41:23, respectively), and each time it accompanies a scene in which Mikael, or Mikael 
with Lisbeth or Henrik, ponder the day Harriet died in 1966 and investigate the pictures of 
that day – pictures of the parade in the town, the crash on the bridge, or of the island itself. 
This is the only true location motif in the film. 
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 Finally, the last reason that motifs do not stand out in this film is that the majority 
of the cues sound quite similar, especially upon first viewing, so no motif would be able to 
separate itself from the other music enough to make a lasting impression with the filmgoer. 
In all of the films explored thus far, different cues were genuinely dissimilar, and stood out 
from each other. For example, the “Arrival” cue, the “Heptapod B” cue, and the 
“Ultimatum” cue in Arrival are all unique enough for a filmgoer to know the difference 
when first hearing them. In The Girl with the Dragon Tattoo, the cues generally fall into 
one of three categories: they can (1) be long, noise-like drones, like the cues “Perihelion”, 
“Cut Into Pieces”, “Aphelion”, and “With the Flies”, sometimes with percussion added like 
“Pinned and Mounted”, “A Thousand Details” or “How Brittle the Bones”, (2) have chimes 
and bells as their main discernible musical idea, as in “While Waiting”, “Millenia”, “I Can’t 
Take it Anymore”, “She Reminds Me of You”, or “Hidden in Snow”, or (3) use high pitched 
drones over low oscillating pulses and drones, as in the cues “We Could Wait Forever” and 
“People Lie All the Time”. A combination of all three can be found in the soundtrack album 
track “The Splinter”.16  
With forty-three cues, and about three or four different key sounds, it is hard to pick 
out the subtle differences between each individual cue, and they all end up blending 
together. It can be an advantage for a film that balances so many locations and plot points 
to have a cohesive score that sounds the same throughout. Also, in addition to blending into 
each other musically due to their lack of distinguishing features, many of the cues also 
bleed into each other literally. There are eleven instances in the film where a cue cross-
fades with the cue following it. A prime example is from 1:29:48 – 1:33:44, in which three 
separate cues fade into each other: “Perihelion” (timestamp – 1:29:48) leads directly into 
 
16 The piece is not used in the film, however, which is why it is not being discussed here. 
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“While Waiting” (timestamp – 1:30:07), which leads directly into “Hidden in Snow” 
(timestamp – 1:32:30). The “Perihelion” cue is simply a drone, upon which the “While 
Waiting” cue, with its chimes and bells, falls perfectly. “Hidden in Snow” also uses chimes 
and bells, with roughly the same pitch location (C4-C5) and roughly the same tempo and 
metre. They also both play over the same montage of Lisbeth and Mikael conducting their 
investigations. These two cues, though they are both repeated elsewhere and communicate 
different settings and characters, are used as one, blurring the line between where one ends 
and the other begins.  
This score is distinctive among those discussed in this thesis in that music is used in 
abundance. Filminimalism is typically noted for its liberal use of silence: the limited usage 
of music places more emphasis on the instances when it is used. The score for Arrival is the 
longest one I have covered so far, at just over 53 minutes, and The Social Network and 
Sicario have about 41 minutes of music each. In comparison, the score for The Girl with the 
Dragon Tattoo is over 77 minutes. The film itself is also the longest of the films in this 
thesis, with a narrative runtime (excluding credits) of 2:32:48; however, this is still the 
highest ratio of music to film, at 50.7% of runtime. The score is seemingly applied quite 
haphazardly – there are seldom clean cuts in which the music stops or starts with the 
beginning or end of a scene. More typically, the cues have long fade outs – sometimes seven 
or eight seconds long – or they start in one scene and continue into another unrelated scene. 
This style of melding each scene into one another gives the film a feeling of constant 
momentum; each scene follows from, or even results from, the previous one. Even though 
the two main characters, Mikael and Lisbeth, do not meet until about 75 minutes into the 
film, the music (as well as the cross-editing) has linked the two in the mind of the filmgoer 
by amalgamating their individual cues and bleeding them into each other. 
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Regarding the total time of the music in a film, or the number of repeated cues, The Girl 
with the Dragon Tattoo score is less Filminimal than the three previously-discussed film 
scores. However, regarding the formal and technical aspects of the score, this film is by far 
the most Filminimal. Melody, harmony, and form are completely jettisoned in favour of 
atmosphere, soundscape, and texture. Melody is the biggest victim – in all forty-three cues, 
there is not one instance of a recognisable and discrete melody. If Roger Ebert claimed 
audience members were leaving the cinema unable to hum the music in The Social 
Network, the same concept applies even more emphatically in this case. However, this is 
not necessarily uncommon, especially in Filminimalism. The scores for the other three films 
so far have had melodies in them, but these have been few and far between. It is this film’s 
almost complete disregard for harmony that is more unique and significant.  
One of the main reasons for this is the instrumentation used. Many of the sounds 
produced in the score came from electronic instruments, like modular synthesisers, that can 
produce unpitched pulses and drones. The cue “With the Flies” is the best example of this – 
the whole piece is made to sound like white noise, or like the buzzing of a hundred flies. 
When Reznor and Ross did use pitched instruments in this score, they used ones that could 
be detuned and changed chords that could be considered diatonic into stacks of detuned 
tones with microtonal intervals. Instruments like bells and chimes are naturally distorted, 
their signature sound coming from out-of-tune harmonics, making them particularly 
appropriate for this score. Their harmonics are also quite loud, and when digitally 
manipulated with an Equaliser to focus on those frequencies, it can become very difficult to 
know what note is being played, causing more harmonic confusion. Cues like “While 
Waiting” and “I Can’t Take It Anymore” (timestamp – 0:00) are both brimming with bells 
and chimes. Thus, while this score does have ‘chords’ in the sense of multiple pitches being 
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produced simultaneously, the harmonies created from those pitches are not tonal or modal 
harmonies, but mainly microtonal and detuned.  
Form, unlike melody and harmony, cannot be completely disregarded, however, as 
any piece of music that has a beginning and an end has a form. Like most Filminimal 
scores, the cues in The Girl with the Dragon Tattoo have unstructured, unsymmetrical 
forms. Some of the cues, like “Aphelion”, “Perihelion”, and “With the Flies”, do not have any 
repeated patterns or structures, nor do they add layers in a formulaic, stepwise pattern like 
the cues in The Social Network. They simply have noises and tones that drop in and out 
seemingly at random over a base layer of synthesised drones. Also, as mentioned before, 
many cues, like “People Lie All the Time” and “She Reminds Me of You”, have multiple 
ideas combined into one cue. For example, “People Lie All the Time” starts with a steady 
4/4 bass G2 pulse and slowly adds in a higher-pitched G4 pulse in 3/4, alongside a clock-
ticking noise. The first idea – the bass pulse – then fades out and the 3/4 pulse and ticking 
noise are all that are left, creating a different feel between the first half of the cue and the 
second. There is never a return to the beginning idea either, as would be typical in other 
musical forms. The form of the cue simply progresses forward – an ‘ABCD’ form – never 
repeating (e.g. ‘AABB’ form) or circling back to previous sections (e.g. ‘ABA’ form). In 
general, the cues in the film do not repeat themselves often. There are repeated ostinatos 
and rhythms, like in “Pinned and Mounted” (timestamp – 1:46:59), which features a 
repeating pitched-percussion, triple-metre pattern. These, however, are small-scale 
harmonic and rhythmic repetitions, rather than the large-scale formal repetition that 
occurs with repeated sections. 
 Rhythm is also used to unique effect in The Girl with the Dragon Tattoo. Most scores 
that exhibit Filminimalist properties, like the three previously explored, tend to either have 
simple, four-on-the-floor rhythms that act as a heartbeat and connect with filmgoers via 
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Rhythmic Entrainment, increasing the viewer’s heart rate and making him or her excited 
or anxious, or no sense of rhythm and metre  whatsoever. There is no sense of syncopation 
or complex metres. However, in this score, there are very few cues with a more-than-
nominal rhythmic presence and, of those cues, none have the 4/4 dance-rhythm pulse that 
permeates The Social Network. Two cues, “People Lie All the Time” and “The Seconds 
Drag” (timestamp – 1:44:32), utilise the ticking-clock sound for their rhythmic foundation – 
essentially the same sound that Hans Zimmer has used in Inception, Interstellar, and 
Dunkirk to great effect – yet, unlike those three films, the ticking in these cues has a 
Stressed–Unstressed–Unstressed pattern, creating a triple metre  rather than the usual 
duple or quadruple. Other pulse-heavy cues, such as “Pinned and Mounted”, “You’re Here” 
(timestamp – 1:01:26), and “Great Bird of Prey”, also feature unnaturally stressed and 
unstressed beats, creating syncopation and fluid time signatures, yet all of them are closer 
to a triple metre  than a duple. Triple metre  is usually associated less with physical 
activity, which will usually ‘result in cycles of duple organisation (e.g., lifting and lowering, 
pushing and pulling)’, and more with a ‘higher social status’ and ‘activities not related to 
labour (dancing a waltz, singing a lullaby)’ (Chattah, 2015, 103). Yet, as the film is filled 
with constant references to the body (the physicality of the murders, Lisbeth’s physical 
relationships) and physical labour (the Vanger fortune came primarily from steel working 
and railroading), as well as to lower classes (degrading acts of assault and torture serve to 
lessen people’s humanity, Lisbeth is a ward of the state, etc.), the connotations associated 
with triple metre  are in stark contrast to the atmosphere of the film. 
The syncopation and triple metre  also deny the filmgoer the opportunity to truly 
experience Rhythmic Entrainment through the beat – the human heart cannot beat in 
triple metre  – cutting them off from the feeling of ‘communion (e.g., “feeling connected” and 
“emotional bonding”)’ (Juslin, 2013, 241) that is associated with entrainment, and creating 
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a more isolating experience for each individual viewer. Additionally, multiple scenes in 
which the filmgoer’s heart races, like the sexual assault scenes and montages of Mikael and 
Lisbeth investigating, use cues with no percussion in them at all (“With the Flies” and 
“Hidden in Snow”, respectively). All of this points to Reznor and Ross turning away from 
rhythm as a source of tension and a way to excite or thrill the audience, and towards 
texture and atmosphere. This lack of rhythm enhances the misempathetic disconnect 
between the music and the narrative of the film.  
The score for The Girl with the Dragon Tattoo serves as the apotheosis of Filminimal 
traits for the scores in this thesis. In terms of the primary parameters of melody, harmony, 
and rhythm, this score provides the least notable examples: it has no melodic aspects to it; 
the harmonies are few and far between, and hard to determine due to out-of-tune 
instruments; many cues have no rhythm at all, and if they do, it is usually either in a triple 
or an undefinable metre. More than any other film examined thus far, this score relies on 
texture, ambient sounds, synthesised drones, soundscapes, and atmosphere. Multiple cues 
rely so heavily on atmosphere and ambient noises that they sound more like white noise 
than music. Even though cues were repeated at a higher rate in this score than any other 
score in this thesis, the music is still less noticeable, hummable, and memorable. The next 
section will analyse how this music acts misempathetically to the protagonists and their on-
screen narratives, echoing the cold and unforgiving environment the characters inhabit. 
 
Misempathetic Landscapes in The Girl with the Dragon Tattoo 
 
The analysis of The Social Network argued that the score acted misempathetically to 
certain characters in the film as a reflection of the digital age and how easy it is to 
dehumanise others through a computer screen, particularly reflecting the protagonist’s 
view of his peers and those from whom he seeks approval. In The Girl with the Dragon 
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Tattoo, the music acts incongruently to the imagetrack not due to the protagonist’s view of 
the world, but due to the world’s view of the protagonists, and the titular character Lisbeth 
in particular. The misempathy of the music is derived from and reflected in the cold 
atmosphere and unforgiving nature of the Swedish landscape and the people that Lisbeth 
and Mikael interact with – particularly the residents of Hedestad. By ‘bridging the gap 
between sound design and music’ (5:45, Appendix IX, no. 6), Reznor and Ross were able to 
mirror, through their nondiegetic score, the apathy of natural phenomena like snow, wind, 
and rain, as well as the apathy of many of the human characters, including the majority of 
the Vanger family, Lisbeth’s legal guardian Bjurman, and even Mikael at times. The use of 
the same cue over multiple scenes with differing levels of emotional intensity, as well as the 
similarity even between different cues, were also conducive to creating an uncaring, 
misempathetic atmosphere throughout the film. 
A central recurring theme throughout the film, in both the visual narrative and the 
music, is the harsh weather conditions of Sweden, and particularly the winter months on 
the Vanger-owned Hedeby island in Hedestad, a small fictional town right on the coast 
“four hours by train” (timestamp – 24:35) north of Stockholm. Mikael especially is 
completely out of his element; he is constantly cold due to being underdressed (timestamp – 
30:59) or unable to light a fire (timestamp – 29:30), and his little cottage is quite drafty and 
unwelcoming. The weather of Sweden is constantly in frame: the first scene after the 
opening credits shows Mikael walking outside into the pouring rain (timestamp – 3:34), the 
first time Mikael visits Hedestad is during a blizzard (timestamp – 13:45), and the final 
scene of the film – when Lisbeth goes to Mikael’s apartment (timestamp – 2:31:46) – takes 
place amidst a snow fall. Even the aural dimension of the weather plays an important 
narrative role in the film, as during the climax Martin knows Mikael is snooping around his 
house due to the sound of wind rushing in through a door left ajar (timestamp – 1:53:36). 
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This last example is perfectly anempathetic. The wind does not change direction or 
intensity with Mikael’s safety in mind. If it had reacted empathetically to his situation, 
perhaps it would have stopped blowing for a few minutes to allow his escape. However, just 
like the showerhead in Psycho, it continues unabated. The wind and precipitation 
throughout the film is consistent in its anempathetic and unceasing nature. When the film 
first introduces Mikael, he has just been successfully sued for libel and lost his credibility 
and a significant portion of his financial holdings; it is safe to say this is one of the worst 
days of his life thus far. This is reinforced by the anempathy of the rain, adding an ironic 
twist that immediately shows the weather does not and will not act empathetically towards 
the protagonists; it is harsh and unforgiving, and it will not yield to the trivial matters of 
human plights.  
Consequently, as Reznor and Ross were interested in ‘break[ing] down the walls 
between sound design and music’, and ‘bleed[ing] the music right into the sound of the 
world’ (6:53, Appendix IX, no. 6), their nondiegetic music reflects this diegetic anempathy. 
Many of the music cues include high-pitched drone notes or background tones of broad 
frequency ranges that sound like wind. One such example is the cue “She Reminds Me of 
You” (timestamp – 13:22), which is the music playing when Mikael makes his first trip to 
Hedestad. The cue consists of slow, long tones that flow in and out of one another, like 
waves overlapping on a beach, or a mobius strip. There is also a soft, low-pitched drone that 
swallows up the entire lower end of the frequency spectrum, which feels as if a constant 
wind is pounding in one’s eardrums. The filmgoer has to focus to even hear that the drone 
is there, and it is most noticeable in its absence.  
The score here envelops Mikael in its music, creating an aural atmosphere that 
follows him throughout the train ride to Hedestad and the car ride to the island with Frode 
(Steven Berkoff), the family lawyer, and lasting until Mikael reaches the warm, enclosed 
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space of Henrik’s house (timestamp – 15:06). The incongruity here comes not from the 
music’s relationship with the image – Mikael’s visual environment – as the majority of the 
shots are outside and show lots of snow and blowing winds, but from the music’s 
relationship with his (unseen) emotions, as he is hating every moment of this weather, 
coldness, and isolation. Another example is the cue “Aphelion” (timestamp – 1:26:30), which 
plays when Lisbeth is recounting her findings of the dead women and the Bible verses to 
Mikael. This cue is even more incongruent, and more misempathetic, than the previous 
example. In this scene, Lisbeth and Mikael are sitting inside his cottage with the lights on 
and a fire in the hearth – a place which looks comfortable and pleasant. Mikael is wearing 
fewer layers than normal and is not shivering or wrapped in a blanket, and Lisbeth is in a 
simple sweater. However, as they talk, the music grows in volume until it is almost level 
with the dialogue, with its most notable feature a high-frequency, reedy tone that sounds 
exactly like a gust of wind blowing through the house. Even as the filmgoer is bombarded 
with new narrative information about grisly and depraved murders, the wind – and music – 
continues forcefully and unabated.  
However, while wind is perhaps the most commonly-referenced diegetic sound in the 
score, it is not the only one. A preeminent example, which will be analysed further in the 
close reading section, is when Lisbeth is first sexually assaulted by Bjurman (timestamp – 
45:35). As she walks to his office, she passes a man with a floor polisher cleaning the 
hallway. The drone sound of the floor polisher seamlessly cross-fades with the cue “With 
the Flies”, and it is difficult for the filmgoer to tell when the former ends and the latter 
begins, as they are the same note. As sound supervisor to the film, Ren Klyce, noted: “one of 
the things that was actually just serendipitous was that – and it was just by accident really 
– the pitch of the floor polisher ended up matching the pitch of the music cue that comes in 
there, so we had a great time sort of crossing from the sound of the floor polisher into Trent 
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and Atticus’ score” (6:30, Appendix IX, no. 6). Just as in the close reading in the Arrival 
section, in which the entrance of the vocal part retroactively imbues the audiotrack with 
musical significance, the filmgoer is so caught up in the intensity of the scene that he or she 
does not notice the music until all other sound fades away. This cross-fade is effective in 
creating a seamless assimilation between the anempathy of the man cleaning the hallway – 
who either knows what is happening and does nothing, or wilfully ignores it – and the 
misempathy of the music, which sees everything occur and also does nothing. As the scene 
increases in depravity and affect, the music does not change. It does not increase in volume 
or pitch, and it does not add a fast-beating rhythmic element to signify Lisbeth’s fear or to 
Rhythmically Entrain the audience – it simply runs its course. The music has the authority 
to change if not Lisbeth’s narrative, then at least how the filmgoer can consume that 
narrative, and yet it does neither.  
 Drawing from this score’s penchant for repeated use of cues, another way in which 
the score acts misempathetically towards the film’s protagonists is by the same cue being 
used in multiple scenes with differing emotional levels. The music is particularly effective 
when the scene in which it is first used has a much lower emotional intensity than the 
scene in which it is next used: what this does is bring the more emotional second scene 
down to the emotional level of the first. The fact that there are so many cues used multiple 
times throughout this film (fourteen cues used a total of thirty-two times) shows the music 
is not concerned with what images it accompanies. An example of this would be the cue 
“She Reminds Me of You” (timestamps – 13:22, 56:13). The cue first accompanies an 
aristocratic and cordial scene in which Mikael first reaches Hedestad and meets Henrik 
Vanger. The second iteration of the cue accompanies Lisbeth as she limps home after being 
sexually assaulted. This scene is far from cordial; Lisbeth is made to feel worthless, and the 
filmgoer is both repulsed by the actions of Bjurman and incredibly sad and sorry for Lisbeth 
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and her situation. Playing music last heard during a business meeting is completely 
incongruent with the emotional subtext of the scene.  
One cue used to accompany three different scenes is “Under the Midnight Sun” 
(timestamps – 27:48, 40:00, 2:16:30). The first scene accompanied by this cue is when 
Lisbeth is at the hospital due to her initial guardian having a stroke; this is a sad scene, 
and Lisbeth is distraught. The next scene accompanied by this cue is a dinner between 
Mikael, Martin, and Martin’s girlfriend, Liv. They are chatting and having a nice time 
together, and although the subject of the conversation is mainly Harriet and her 
disappearance, none of the characters are sad. In contrast, the whole scene is quite pleasant 
and easy-going. The third and final appearance of the cue is during a flashback while 
Harriet recalls her family history to Mikael, particularly how her father physically and 
sexually assaulted her and how she had to kill him to save herself. These three scenes have 
completely different feels to them – the first is very morose, the second quite enjoyable, and 
the third stomach-turning – and yet the same music plays over all three, observing 
dispassionately from a cinematically-close (as the music and images are experienced at the 
same time) yet emotionally-distant vantage point.  
A final example is the cue “One Particular Moment” (timestamps – 3:19, 2:09:13), 
which plays at almost the very beginning and end of the film. The first instance is when 
Mikael leaves the courtroom after having just been sued for libel – here he is feeling low 
and foolish, and it is quite possibly one of the worst days of his life. The second instance – 
over two hours later in runtime – is immediately after Martin, the main antagonist, dies. 
Here Mikael and Lisbeth are feeling quite exhausted yet content that their mystery has 
been solved and they have succeeded in bringing down a murderer, and that what they 
have done has been of some worth. The music is presented the same in both instances, and 
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it cannot possibly be empathetic to both scenes on a narrative or character level, because 
fitting it to one would automatically disqualify it from the other. 
In addition to cues sounding like diegetic sounds or the same cue being used in 
multiple locations, another feature of the Girl with the Dragon Tattoo soundtrack is that 
many of the cues sound like one another, even more so than the other scores examined in 
this thesis. The score is very homogenous – there are ‘few standout tracks’ (Pitchfork, 2012) 
that one can point to and know where one is in the soundtrack or the film. Whereas The 
Social Network uses many different styles and unique features in different cues (the most 
obvious example being the opening triumvirate of “Hand Covers Bruise” into “In Motion” 
into “A Familiar Taste”), the cues in The Girl with the Dragon Tattoo are more uniform and 
hard to tell apart, especially during first or even second viewing. The previous section has 
already given a detailed description of how each cue in the score can be sorted into one of 
three categories: there are the long, noise-like drone cues, the cues that have chimes and 
bells as their main musical element, and cues that use high-pitched drones over low 
oscillating pulses and drones. With so many cues and so few key differences between them, 
the whole audiotrack blends together. The diegetic anempathy that is created by the wind 
or a floor polisher becomes nondiegetic misempathy, which seeps into and pervades the 
entire soundtrack. Due to its homogeneity, each separate cue is less important, yet at the 
same time each cue is more indicative of the score as a whole. The following close readings 
will look at how the score is purposely kept at odds with the protagonists, never reflecting 
their POV, and how that results in misempathetically siding with the antagonists, Martin 
and Bjurman.  
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Diegetic Anempathy and Nondiegetic Misempathy – Close Readings 
 
This section will close read specific scenes and detail, through the CAM model, how certain 
emergent Filminimal properties in the film’s score are incongruent with the images they 
accompany, and how that disparity conveys misempathy to the filmgoer. The first scene to 
be analysed was chosen to provide a close reading of anempathetic music, as it is intimately 
related to misempathy but has yet to be fully explored in this thesis. The music in this 
scene perfectly exemplifies anempathy – a diegetic upbeat song (“Orinoco Flow” by Enya) 
being played while Mikael is being tortured by Martin (timestamp – 2:04:05). The energy 
and frivolity of the music is indicative less of its disinterest in Mikael’s situation and acts 
more as a musical response to Martin’s burgeoning excitement and arousal. The final two 
scenes are the ones in which Lisbeth is sexually assaulted by Bjurman; here the nondiegetic 
score is misempathetic and incongruent with her suffering to such a degree that it becomes 
congruent with Bjurman’s emotions and actions. 
Orinoco Flow – Mikael and Martin 
Michel Chion’s (2009, 467) full definition of anempathy reads as follows:  
The effect of a diegetic music cue’s (or sound’s) ostensible indifference to the pathetic 
or tragic quality of the scene in which it occurs. Examples include player pianos, 
insouciant waltzes, light music, music played on a record player or tape recorder, street 
singing, the rhythmic noise of an electric fan or mill, or the regular rhythm of waves – 
heard during a scene of murder, rape, torture, or other grave or terrible action. What 
all anempathetic music and sounds have in common is that they’re present before the 
dramatic event occurs, and they continue during and afterward without being affected 
by it, as if nothing has happened. 
 
Using this definition, it is clear that the use of “Orinoco Flow” in The Girl with Dragon 
Tattoo is as perfect an example of anempathetic music as one could find: it is ‘diegetic’, it is 
‘played on a record player or tape recorder’, it is ‘heard during a scene of murder/torture’, 
and it is ‘present before the dramatic event occurs, and continue[s] during and afterward 
without being affected by it’. The first close reading scene of this section will look at how 
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this cue acts anempathetically to the ‘tragic quality’ of Mikael’s situation, examining how it 
is incongruent with the visual structural surfaces, and how this affects the filmgoer’s 
‘Working Narrative’. 
To set this scene in context: Martin has just caught Mikael sneaking around outside 
his house and, due to a knife missing from its rack, has inferred that Mikael knows he is a 
killer (timestamp – 1:56:04). Mikael, though scared of Martin, accepts his offer to come 
inside and have a drink, as Martin says he has a question to ask Mikael. They talk in 
pleasant, polite tones, attempting to not betray what they know about the other, until 
Martin pulls a gun out of his drawer and points it at Mikael (timestamp – 1:57:09). They 
then walk down into Martin’s basement, where Mikael is drugged and then wakes up to 
find himself hanging from a chain. Martin then sits down across from him and discusses 
how he tortures and murders women in that basement. Throughout this time, the narrative 
presents a cross-cutting with Lisbeth coming home to the island and discovering Martin has 
been looking around the house. The narrative then cuts back to Mikael and Martin, at 
which point Martin presses play on the tape and the scene begins.  
“Orinoco Flow”, the song on the tape, was released in 1988 by Irish singer-
songwriter Enya. It reached the top of the UK singles chart as well as no. 24 on the United 
States’ Billboard chart, and was nominated for multiple Grammy Awards.17 It has often 
been referenced in popular culture, including multiple television shows and commercials. 
Enya is Ireland’s biggest-selling solo artist, and the second biggest-selling Irish musician of 
all-time, behind U2. This is all to say that it is likely the filmgoer would know, or at least 
have heard, this song when Martin starts it on his tape player. The filmgoer is perhaps 
 
17 The Grammys are an annual award given as a recognition of high achievement in the English-speaking music 
industry. 
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most likely to associate the song with joy and fun. Its upbeat rhythms and repetitive 
melodies make it a very strong earworm;18 it is difficult to not sing or hum along with it.  
Just as ‘music associated with funerals, birthday celebrations, national events, and 
religious ceremonies takes on the meaning of those events’ (Cohen, 2015, 10), this song 
comes loaded with the associative meaning of being widely known as a catchy and bubbly 
song – not at all what one would expect to hear at this moment in the film. As Coulthard 
(2009) and Link (2004, 10-11) mention regarding Reservoir Dogs, the catchiness of the tune 
becomes a problem for the filmgoer due to their reluctance to find anything about Martin 
appealing, which this song certainly is: ‘spectators … may find themselves having to resist 
the now guilty pleasure of a catchy dance groove that draws them towards identifying with 
[Martin]’. Martin in this moment even catches Mikael off guard – nothing in the preceding 
events, nor the events of the entire film, could have prepared either Mikael or the filmgoer 
to anticipate this song being played. In David Fincher’s own words during the director 
commentary:  
I liked the idea of Martin having music that calmed him, cuz [sic] he was about to do 
some really terrible stuff, and he has his music. He has music that he likes to drive to, 
he has the music that he likes to slaughter to, and we started to talk about what should 
that be – when he goes over and he hits the play button and the reel recorder spins, 
what comes out? And Daniel Craig, to give credit where credit’s due, immediately sat 
up in his chair and said “Orinoco Flow!” … he played what I always thought was called 
‘Sail Away’ by Enya and we could not stop laughing. We just thought it was kinda the 
greatest thing for a serial murderer to have this music as his music to kill by. 
 
The associations of the song itself are in strong opposition to level E of the CAM, which 
deals with story expectations and grammar. One would not expect, throughout the 
preceding two hours of film, to hear Martin play “Orinoco Flow” by Enya as he is about to 
murder the protagonist, and one would also not expect, knowing the song “Orinoco Flow”, 
 
18 This term comes from the German word Ohrwurm, meaning a catchy tune that gets stuck in one’s head. 
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that it would ever be played in a film with multiple sexual assaults and murders. The 
looped arrow connecting ‘Music Meaning’ with the Working Narrative also shows the 
importance of the incongruity between the associative connotation of the music and that of 
the visuals, bringing the former into the forefront of the filmgoer’s consciousness. 
With regards to the other facet of the Congruence-Association Model, the process of 
determining (in)congruity focuses on structural processes in both the aural and visual 
media and compares the extent of their ‘shared properties’. How do the structural 
properties of the music in this scene act incongruently to the structural properties of the 
visuals? Are there any shared properties, and how do the unshared properties impose an 
anempathetic relationship? Firstly, on a purely thematic level, the song represents Martin’s 
repression and sexual and emotional immaturity. As it came out in 1988, approximately 
twenty years before this film takes place, and Martin still uses the obsolete method of 
playing it on tape even though he has the money for a state-of-the-art system, he is clearly 
holding onto the past in some significant way. Though not so far back as to bring back 
memories of his father – in the previous scene he becomes clearly uncomfortable and 
scratches his hand as he recalls his father, as if trying to cleanse himself of the thought 
(timestamp – 2:02:09) – he is still one to live in the past, as he records videos of his deeds 
and watches them later. Additionally, he has never had a healthy emotional bond with 
another person – the two people he was closest to in life (his father and sister) died within 
the very formative years of his early manhood.19 In this way, the musical and visual 
narratives are thematically congruent.  
However, the rest of the visual information, as well as the information provided by 
the speech surface via Martin’s dialogue, is incongruent with the music. Martin’s speech is 
 
19 Harriet did not actually die, but at this point in the story Martin believes she has. 
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quite relaxed; he takes his time making a point and is very calm and measured. This is 
incongruent with the upbeat, driving pulse of the song. The volume difference between the 
two is also incongruent: as Martin talks softly and personally to Mikael, the music, in 
contrast, is loud enough for them to not hear Lisbeth drive up to the house or enter the 
basement. Mikael as well produces little to no sound, as he is either being choked by Martin 
or suffocating under a plastic bag.  
The visual structure (as mentioned before, this includes elements such as ‘rhythms 
of loudness and pitch, visual movement, visual intensity, colour, and contour’) is also 
incongruent with the musical structure. The visual palette of this scene is purposely 
subdued in almost every way, from the costume and set design to the motion of the 
characters and the camera. Regarding visual movement and intensity, Fincher is well 
known for using very little handheld camera, almost always opting for a tripod or tracking 
shot, and using a handheld shot only twice in the entire film.20 The camera does not shake 
unnecessarily; it is calm and composed. There is no rapid-fire cutting to increase the visual 
kinetic energy of the scene, and both Martin and Mikael are framed in medium to medium-
close shots, with only one close-up and one POV of Mikael after Martin wraps a plastic bag 
over his head. Martin is also quite measured – his movements are calculated, and if he is 
feeling nervous or excited, he hides it well. Besides the very beginning of the scene, in 
which he closes his eyes and sways back and forth, he does not respond in any corporeal 
way to the music as it plays. Unlike Mr. Blonde in Reservoir Dogs, who cannot keep from 
dancing to the anempathetic music blasting from the stereo, or Hannibal Lecter closing his 
eyes and humming along to Bach’s “Goldberg” Variations in The Silence of the Lambs (dir. 
 
20 See the YouTube video “David Fincher – And the Other Way is Wrong” by the channel “Every Frame a 
Painting”, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=QPAloq5MCUA (timestamp – 1:48). 
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Jonathan Demme, 1991) (Stilwell, 2007, 191), Martin moves and behaves as if he does not 
hear it. Mikael is also kept strictly bound to his chain so his movement is limited and rigid.  
Regarding colour and contour, the room is immaculately clean and the colours of the 
space are all muted. Both Mikael and Martin are wearing subdued dark colours, and the 
space they occupy is a collage of whites and greys, silvers and blacks. The only colour in the 
room comes from the power tools on the wall, and the blood that streams from Martin’s 
mouth after Lisbeth hits him, dispersing garishly across the porcelain floor and creating the 
first moment of visual contour in the scene thus far. 
The structural properties of the music contrast with those of the visuals in multiple 
ways. The set design of the scene is almost neurotically perfect, with straight edges and 
right angles, and compulsively cleaned to the point where Martin takes comfort in 
sanitising his hands with a giant Purell bottle and purposely mentions how Mikael will 
“create quite a mess”, and that his needs differ from Mikael’s simply in that his “requires 
more towels”. The music, on the other hand, is rhythmically syncopated, and the melody 
makes extensive use of unaccented beats and pick-ups.21 The main rhythm, played by the 
homophonic backing instruments, uses the grouping of three straight-eighth notes starting 
on alternating downbeats and upbeats. The ♫♪ rhythm starts on the downbeat of beat one, 
measure one, yet the loudest, most accented, and highest-pitched note is the final eighth 
note. This prioritises the typically unaccented beat two as having more structural 
significance than beat one, as it has more ‘intensity’, ‘rhythmic loudness’ and ‘pitch’. The ♫♪ 
rhythm next occurs on the upbeat of beat three (or beat five of eight if one were counting in 
8/8), and the structurally-significant note occurs on the upbeat of beat four (final eighth 
beat of 8/8), a place usually reserved, if at all, for unassuming pickup notes that lead into 
 
21 A full diagram of the rhythms, melodies, and harmonies of “Orinoco Flow” can be seen in Appendix X. 
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the downbeat of the next measure. The next two ♫♪ occurrences happen back-to-back, again 
the first starting on the downbeat of beat one and, this time, the second starting on the 
upbeat of beat two. The rhythmic ostinato then ends with a final upbeat-of-four pickup 
before repeating.  
The unique and syncopated rhythms of the instruments would be enough of a 
contrast to the straight and polished visuals to be considered incongruent, but the melody 
of the vocals adds another layer of rhythmic complexity. Whereas the instrument ostinato 
starts on the first downbeat of every other measure, the melody, also comprised of multiple 
♫♪ rhythms,22 starts as a pickup on the downbeat of beat four. The rhythmic interplay 
between the two main sources of musical structure adds a layer of complexity that is not 
found in the visual structures. The visuals of the scene are overly Spartan – the walls are 
bare concrete, and the chain contraption is unadorned and utilitarian. The syncopated 
metre is incongruent with these utilitarian visuals, and the music seems to overflow with 
colour and imagination, evoking a dream-like reality of a beautiful tropical island to where 
one can ‘sail away’. The first instance of this colourful aesthetic in the visual realm is the 
blood spatter on the floor, which is important in two ways. One, it finally coheres the music-
visual relationship from incongruity to congruity, as depicted in the CAM (Example 5.1) by 
the horizontal arrow relating the ‘musical structure’ and ‘visual structure’ triangles. Two, 
as visual structure directly impacts the filmgoer’s Working Narrative via the curved arrow 
connecting ‘visual structure’ and level C, the severe structural shift from muted colours and 
sharply defined objects to the messy, bright red blood serves as a shocking and visual 
indication of narrative change.  
 
 
22 However, there is an eighth-note rest between each, so each repeated cell takes up two full beats. 
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“With the Flies” – Lisbeth and Bjurman 
The next two scenes to be close read are the two sexual assaults Lisbeth suffers at the 
hands of her social worker, Bjurman. These scenes were chosen, although they are both 
difficult to watch, because they are the nondiegetic equivalent to the Mikael torture scene 
just described, and the best examples in this thesis of a nondiegetic film score being 
misempathetic to a visual narrative and to the tribulations of a protagonist. Both scenes 
will be close read in one section because, while they are technically two different scenes 
that occur at different times in the film, they are both accompanied by the same cue, they 
occur back-to-back in Lisbeth’s narrative, and they are best analysed in relation to each 
other. 
 The first scene begins at 44:30. Lisbeth has just had her laptop broken, and she 
needs to ask Bjurman for the funds to buy a new one. A previous scene (timestamp – 35:40) 
has already established an animosity between these two characters – a scene in which 
Bjurman certainly enjoys the power his position gives him over Lisbeth, but does not betray 
his true nature – thus, his sexual exploitation of Lisbeth is seen as both in character and 
surprisingly brazen. The scene starts with Bjurman asking inappropriate questions 
regarding Lisbeth’s sex life and noting that she needs to learn to be “sociable”. He then 
walks around his desk, stands directly in front of Lisbeth, and insinuates that he would 
give Lisbeth the money she needs (“I want you to have that computer”) if she would do 
something for him. He grabs first her hand and moves it to his crotch, and then her head. 
The final shot of the actual assault (timestamp – 47:07) is a close-up on Bjurman’s face from 
above, as he leans his head back and closes his eyes. This shot then immediately cuts to 
Lisbeth rinsing out her mouth and making herself sick, before Bjurman gives her the 
money and she leaves his office – passing the same janitor polishing the floor that she 
passed when she walked in. In the second scene (timestamp – 51:26), Lisbeth purposely 
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asks to meet with Bjurman again – this time at his house – to get some more money, 
because she has installed a camera in one of the buttons on her backpack and she plans to 
use the video evidence of him assaulting her to blackmail him. However, she is not 
prepared when he slaps handcuffs on her wrists, shackles her to the bed, and assaults her 
even more forcefully than before. The scene ends with a slow zoom-in towards her 
backpack, before a sudden cut to Hedestad and Mikael’s narrative at 55:04.  
 Both scenes have similar visual surfaces.23 The colours are muted for both the outfits 
of the characters and the set designs of Bjurman’s office and house. Lisbeth, as she wears 
goth and punk clothing, is in all black both times.24 Bjurman wears a white shirt, dark 
trousers and tie, and a tan blazer in his office, and a dark blue bathrobe over pale blue 
pyjamas in his house. Both the office and house are a combination of white walls with 
mostly muted browns and yellows as the décor. Both scenes are lit primarily by table 
lamps, giving the lighting a more natural yellow hue, and neither scene is too dim, which 
would potentially cast expressionist, dramatic shadows, nor too bright, which would cause 
the setting to feel vibrant and fantastical. The visual movement is understated as well, as 
Bjurman moves very slowly and with great care. In the second scene, Lisbeth is even bound 
to the bed as a physical representation of the lack of visual movement and agency. Overall, 
the visuals are utilitarian and not dramatic in any way. The camera motion is additionally 
not ornate or enthusiastic – any motion by the camera is slow and unadorned.  
 The musical surface of the cue “With the Flies”, which accompanies both scenes, is 
congruent with the structural elements of the visual surface. Just as there is no motion in 
the image, there is no motion in the music. Chattah (2015, 81) gives three examples of how 
 
23 See Appendix XI for examples. 
24 Goth, derived from gothic, is a subculture often associated with dark hair and clothing and pale face makeup. 
208 
 
music can be conceptualised to create motion due to the filmgoer’s tendency to ‘resort to 
metaphors to understand abstract phenomena in terms of concrete embodied experiences’. 
The three musical parameters that can metaphorically produce the concept of motion in the 
listener are ‘loudness (soft to loud), pitch frequency (low to high), or tempo (slow to fast)’ 
(ibid., 82, his emphasis). The cue “With the Flies” does not have any changes in any of these 
three parameters: (1) the music stays at approximately the same volume level throughout 
both instances, (2) there is no melody or harmony at all in the cue so there cannot be any 
melodic or harmonic progression that results in ascending or descending pitch frequencies, 
and (3) the tempo is fixed throughout. Additionally, the volume of the music does not 
overpower any of the other sounds or dialogue in the scenes, just as there are no vibrant or 
contrasting visuals to overpower the narrative events being shown.  
 Visual surfaces are decoded by the filmgoer in level B of the CAM into both 
‘structural’ elements and ‘semantic’ elements. The above has shown that the musical 
surface was congruent with the visual ‘structural’ elements as both were simple and 
unremarkable; however, it is incongruent with the visual ‘semantic’ elements, which are 
intense and frightening. These semantic elements then pass to level E, Long Term Memory, 
which acts as a source for expectations of what will happen within a specific scene, and the 
story grammar of how that scene is going to be told. Firstly, those memories can prompt an 
intense physical and emotional reaction from the filmgoer if they have possibly endured a 
similar situation, or know someone who has. Secondly, after the first assault scene in the 
office, most filmgoers might assume there would not be a second assault, and especially not 
one that was categorically worse than the first. Lisbeth going to his house not out of 
necessity but revenge, her intense anger after the first sexual assault, her being the 
protagonist with whom the filmgoer feels an emotional connection – all of these points 
should have led to a different outcome for the second assault, if the narrative followed the 
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filmgoer’s expectations. Even Lisbeth herself was surprised at the viciousness and success 
of the second assault; she says in a later scene, “I thought it was going to be another blow 
job, which is disgusting enough … but I misjudged just how sick you are” (timestamp – 
1:05:13). The combination of it being worse than the first assault, it resulting from a 
mistake on Lisbeth’s part (whom the audience is led to believe is one of the smartest people 
in Sweden), and it being almost unnecessary to the forwarding of the plot, makes the 
second assault semantically impactful because it violated the filmgoer’s expectations.  
 The second cause of incongruence between the music and visuals was the low-to-
medium volume. Oftentimes in film the music’s surface, the sound FX’s surface, or both, 
will overload the sensory input of the filmgoer in order to distract from the visuals on 
screen. This often occurs in order to put the filmgoer in the body of the character after an 
explosion or percussive force has hit them, such as the example in Sicario above. There will 
be a loud ringing or high-pitched note that drowns out everything else, leading to ‘sonic 
dominance … where the sonic medium displaces the usual or normal dominance of the 
visual medium [and] sound has a near monopoly of attention (Henriques, 2003, 452)’ 
(quoted in Mera, 2016, 6). This is also the phenomenon that causes people watching horror 
movies to cover their ears more than their eyes – the anticipation of a sudden change in 
music or sound volume is dominating their attention. The filmgoer would likely be aware of 
this phenomenon (whether they know it by name or not) and the incongruence in this scene 
occurs when the music does not displace the visual dominance. The filmgoer would want 
any relief from the visceral and terrifying visual narrative, including an attention takeover 
by the music or sound tracks. However, the music stays muted relative to the diegetic 
sounds, as it never overpowers Bjurman’s soft, indifferent voice, and is certainly not loud 
enough to displace the filmgoer’s attention from both Lisbeth’s loud screams and the 
disturbing visuals.  
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 The music throughout both sexual assaults is congruent with the emotions and 
actions displayed by the antagonist, Bjurman. Both he and the music are calm, steady, 
deliberate, and unfeeling towards Lisbeth and her harrowing experiences. This lack of 
motion and dynamic range in the musical structure affects the visual structure and 
meaning within the filmgoer’s Working Narrative: by purposely staying subtle and 
unemotional, the music forms an affective bond with the congruent visual structures of 
Bjurman’s flat and office, and thus with Bjurman himself, and the subtlety of the music 
allows the visual meaning of his actions to take centre stage. Overall, the music is 
misempathetic, as it is congruent and connects with Bjurman and treats Lisbeth with 
disinterest.  
 
5.4: Gone Girl 
 
The third and final film presented in this section is Gone Girl, a 2014 film directed by David 
Fincher and written by Gillian Flynn, who wrote the novel of the same name upon which 
the film is based. The music for this film, just as the other two in this section, was written 
by Trent Reznor and Atticus Ross, in their third and, at the time of this writing, final 
collaboration with Fincher. The film follows Nick Dunne (Ben Affleck) after he finds his 
wife Amy (Rosamund Pike) has gone missing, and, while he works with police and family to 
try and find her, multiple clues are revealed that point to him as the killer. 
 The idea for the music for this film came to Fincher as he was at a chiropractor’s 
office and he heard music ‘that was inauthentically trying to make me feel OK’ (USAToday, 
2014). He proposed this idea to Reznor and Ross: ‘He said, “Think about the really terrible 
music you hear in massage parlours … The way that it artificially tries to make you feel 
like everything's OK. And then imagine that sound starting to curdle and unravel”’ 
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(RollingStone, 2014). The entire film is bathed in that artificial decadence – a façade of 
shiny veneer with nothing underneath, like purchasing a brand-new house, ‘but if you look 
closely the wallpaper is peeling’ (USAToday, 2014). In this sense, each cue starts in a 
similar fashion, with soothing and ‘conventional’ instrumentation, like synthetic bells and 
pulses, something one would hear in a massage parlour or a spa, and then adds layers of 
unnatural, visceral sounds, like low bass swells, static, or high-pitched whines, until the 
cue finishes at a completely different place musically than where it started. There are no 
happy endings, yet there are rarely any unhappy beginnings either – each cue is taken 
through a journey from a shiny, picture-perfect beginning to a dark, exposed ending, much 
like the journey Nick and Amy take throughout the course of their marriage, and the 
journey the audience takes with regards to their view of Amy.  
 
Filminimalism in Gone Girl 
 
Of the three films analysed in this chapter, The Social Network would appear on the end of 
the spectrum closest to that of a traditional score, The Girl with the Dragon Tattoo would be 
on the end of the spectrum that represents noise and non-musical sounds, and Gone Girl 
would be placed approximately in the middle. It does not have a melodic motif like the 
“Hand Covers Bruise” motif in The Social Network – in fact it does not have any melodies in 
any cue. However, it does use diatonic intervals and chords, and pantriadic harmonic 
progressions, so none of the cues are akin to the ones made entirely of noise in The Girl 
with the Dragon Tattoo. Gone Girl also has a unique instrumentation – focusing almost 
exclusively on synth pads and tones – and form, in which the majority of cues start with 
music in the easy-listening style and gradually add in layers of distortion and noise, 
subverting the expectations put forth in the first few chords.  
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Alongside the score’s ‘musical’ codes, the music in Gone Girl makes use of Gorbman’s 
‘cultural’ and ‘cinematic codes’ (1987, 3) as well. The cultural codes, already partially 
established above, play a more significant role in this score than they do in Reznor and 
Ross’s previous two. This is due to the metacommentary of the film itself: its breakdown of 
abnormal societal norms like the 24-hour news cycle, the infantilization of women, and the 
ability for guilt and innocence to be decided in the mind of the public rather than a jury. In 
many ways, although this film is fiction and The Social Network is based on true events, 
Gone Girl focuses on a wider cast of characters – including television pundits and almost an 
entire Missouri town – giving the audience a broader view of how the ‘real world’ would 
react to the narrative events. The average American moviegoer has more in common with 
reality TV and small-town USA than they do with hedge funds, angel investors, and 
computer coding.  
Due to this intimacy between the audience and the characters in the film, Fincher 
chose a musical scheme that would facilitate this closeness, one with which the majority of 
filmgoers would be familiar: hence, the easy-listening muzak of grocery stores, cheap 
restaurants, elevators, dentists, spas, massage parlours, chiropractors – basically anywhere 
one is treated as a consumer – where the music is there to help one relax, help time pass at 
a faster rate, and help lessen one’s spending inhibitions. The other implication of creating 
music that sounds like massage-parlour music is that the music of the locations listed above 
is often made such that it is not consciously attended to. As such, filmgoers would be 
culturally trained to ignore this score, or at least to associate it with places such as the ones 
listed above, rather than associate it with characters, settings, or themes within the film. 
However, Reznor and Ross turn this inattention on its head, as each cue dissolves slowly 
and subtly from the muzak of everyday life into chaotic and noise-filled tensions, leading 
the filmgoer to feel uneasy. 
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 In addition to musical and cultural codes, the score for Gone Girl also takes 
advantage of cinematic codes like motifs. Again, as in The Girl with the Dragon Tattoo, 
there are no melodic motifs that correspond to a character or setting and change over time 
as that character or setting changes. However, there are five cues that are repeated with 
slight variations throughout the film. The cue “Sugar Storm” is the best example of a motif 
in the film, as it is repeated four times (see Appendix X for a notated look at the differences 
in each cue). The first instance of the cue (timestamp – 3:26) accompanies Amy’s first V.O 
(voiceover) of a flashback to when Nick and Amy meet. They fall in love and walk through a 
sugar storm at 5:00am when a bakery is unloading a shipment of donuts before kissing for 
the first time. The next time the cue is used (timestamp – 1:18:31) is when Amy is V.O 
describing a scene in which she catches Nick kissing another woman in a snowstorm. The 
third iteration of the cue (timestamp – 2:05:55) occurs when Amy comes back home to Nick 
immediately after killing Desi. The final iteration of the cue (timestamp – 2:17:35) occurs 
five weeks after Amy’s return, when Nick is scared of Amy and is trying to leave her.  
 In regard to the musical codes of the film, the easiest constituent part with which to 
start – as it is in all film scores – is the melody. In the case of Gone Girl, this would mean 
beginning with the fact that there is no melody. Unlike even Sicario or The Social Network, 
with one cue each, there are no cues that have a discrete and extended melody line. Similar 
to Arrival and The Girl with the Dragon Tattoo, on the other hand, there are certain cues 
which use repeated cells and riffs, but as these never develop over time they can be seen 
rather as parts of the harmonic or rhythmic structure of the cue. For instance, the cue “Still 
Gone” (timestamp – 1:29:38) starts with a D2 drone over which an F♯3-G3-A3-B♭3-A3 phrase is 
placed. While this is technically a discrete and recognisable phrase and, therefore, might be 
considered a melody, this is not Reznor and Ross’s intention. The cue simply repeats that 
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same phrase many times over, creating a harmonic progression of I → iv → I (Dmaj → 
Gmin → Dmaj), and then acting as part of the metric notation of the cue when the D drone 
becomes a sixteenth-note pulse. Most other cues, such as “Sugar Storm”, “Clue One” 
(timestamp – 22:29), and “Procedural” (timestamp – 38:32), consist of an array of pulses 
that, like sequencers, play a single note at a time, but rather than creating a melody, they 
create a dense population of small, short tones that blend together to create chords and 
harmonies, like individual trees being brought together to create a forest. 
 The next constituent part to explore is harmony. The use of harmony in Gone Girl is 
the most complex of any of the films in this thesis. It is a primary characteristic of 
Filminimalism that harmony is typically simple, and often even conforms to one key or 
mode for an entire cue. In the cases of The Social Network and Sicario, the majority of the 
music is all in one key. Chord changes are rare: for example, “Hand Covers Bruise” from the 
former and “Desert Music” from the latter both make use of melody, yet do not change 
chords throughout the entirety of their cues (from Dmaj or Emin, respectively). The other 
films, The Girl with the Dragon Tattoo and Arrival, use non-diatonic clusters of notes, not 
allowing for much harmonic analysis at all. In these ways, the score for Gone Girl is similar 
to the pantriadicism found in contemporary symphonic scores. It uses different tonic chords 
in different cues, uses mediant and submediant progressions, has cues that are both major 
and minor at different times, and liberally uses seventh and extended chords – all traits 
that are unique within the film scores studied for this thesis. Take the most-used cue in the 
film, “Sugar Storm”, for example. It is centred around a repeating pattern of two different 
four-note phrases. The first phrase rises from a D3 to A3-B3-E4, played over a Dmaj triad. If 
the phrase were written as scale degrees, it would read I-V-VI-II. This is the pattern which 
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the next phrase follows as well, except this time in relation to the lowered mediant of the 
original tonic, F♮, making the phrase F3-C4-D4-G4, which is played over a Dmin triad: 
 
Example 5.3 
The cue continues this oscillation between a DmajSus2 and FmajSus2/DminSus4 throughout. It 
adds layers of extra notes at some parts and distortion or noise at other parts, but the 
foundation stays as is. This oscillating mediant shift does not appear in any other 
Filminimal scores discussed in this thesis. Another cue that uses chromatic mediant chord 
changes is “Appearances”. In this cue, long-held synth pads make up the harmony. The 
chords are Cmaj7, followed by Amaj7, and then Fmaj7. This progression then repeats ad 
nauseum for the length of the cue. Due to the effect of its primacy in the progression, one 
could make an argument that the cue is in the overall key of C major, in which the Fmaj7 
chord would be a common major-IV chord. However, the Amaj7 would be a major-VI, which 
is not found in any mode or key centred around C major and quite uncommon in 
Filminimalism, and has the same mediant relationship as the Dmaj-Fmaj progression in 
the previous cue. One could also make the argument that, since C, A, and F are all in an 
Fmaj triad, the overall key of the cue should be F major. The Fmaj chord is also held for 
twice as long as the previous two chords – the Cmaj7 and Amaj7 are held for eight beats, 
whereas the Fmaj7 is held for sixteen. However, both the Cmaj7 and the Amaj7 are non-
functional in relation to an F major tonic. Either way, the cue is ambiguous enough that 
neither argument can be definitively proven, producing a cue in which the tonal centre 
shifts as often as the chords do.  
 Many cues throughout the film use seventh and extended chords. A perfect example 
of how Reznor and Ross use seventh chords throughout the score is the cue “Just Like You” 
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(timestamp – 11:59). One critic described the cue as such: ‘starting with a gentle synths 
[sic] and then ending with an isolated piano section, the song’s power is in how it makes 
you feel utterly alone and miserable’ (DrownedInSound, 2014). The cue starts with 
alternating Fmaj7 and Cmaj7 chords. These two chords alternate four times, after which 
another chord sequence starts, one that begins with an E♭maj7 and progresses down and 
half-step to a Dmaj triad. This then falls another half-step, creating a D♭maj7 chord, which 
then resolves another half-step down to a Cmaj triad. Of the six total chords used in this 
cue, four of them are major-seventh chords. Again, the chords do not fit into an overall tonal 
or modal harmonic system, or seem to progress, through the Circle of Fifths or other means, 
to a tonic chord – the cue therefore never ‘closes’ via primary parameters. The Fmaj7-Cmaj7 
is non-functional in F major due to the B♮, but could fit into the key of C major, as every 
note in the Fmaj7 chord (F, A, C, E) would belong in a Cmaj scale.  
However, the E♭maj7, Dmaj, and D♭maj7, although they do follow a sequence of 
descending half-steps, all have unrelated notes that do not appear in any chord beside their 
own (the D in the E♭maj7 is an octave higher than the one used in the Dmaj, so they are 
heard as different notes). The F♯ in the Dmaj and the D♭ in its own chord are especially 
dissonant in a cue with a (potential) tonic chord of C major, indicating that this cue, as well 
as the previous, does not have a recognisable tonic. Another cue that uses extended chords 
is “Empty Places” (timestamp – 8:20). However, this cue is different from the previous three 
in that it only uses one chord, in this case a Cmin13. A long phrase is then played over the 
synth pad holding the Cmin13 chord – the notes are C3-G4-A♭4-E♭5-D5-G4-C5-B♭4-D4-A♭4-G4-
A♭3-G3-F4-E♭4, which is then repeated. In this phrase, every single note in the C natural 
minor scale is used, as well as every note contained in the pad Cmin13 chord. 
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 There are also cues that are not pantriadic, and are made of consonant, diatonic 
harmonies and progressions like those used in The Social Network. The simplest cue in that 
sense would be the cue “Like Home”. The cue starts, in no ambiguous terms, in the key of D 
major. The repeating foundation upon which layers of sounds are added later follows the 
triadic progression Dmaj-Amaj-Gmaj, or a I-V-IV progression in D major, and it does not 
vary from this progression for the entire cue. There is a D2 drone upon which a series of 
intervals are played, starting with a D3-F♯3, then an A2-E3, and finally a G2-B2 interval. 
About a minute into the cue, a high, breathy tone is introduced, and follows the same 
pattern by playing a D5-C♯5-B4 phrase, corresponding with the changing chords below it. 
This cue is the only one of its kind in Gone Girl, as well as in the previous two Reznor and 
Ross scores; it is the simplest and most functionally tonal cue of the three films, as well as 
the cue that most directly follows traditional musical syntax and its use of primary 
parameters. This cue serves as a reminder that Filminimal music, though it uses simplified 
harmonies and forms, and eschews primary parameters, still contains many scores that 
sometimes exhibit traditional musical properties.  
 Form and texture are Reznor and Ross’s most similar traits in all of their film music, 
and those of the music in Gone Girl are very similar to those both in The Social Network 
and The Girl with the Dragon Tattoo. The majority of cues in their latest score start with an 
initial pad or synth phrase that acts as the cue’s harmonic foundation. These are the 
aspects that filmgoers are most likely to recognise upon second hearing or viewing, and 
most likely to have in their head when leaving the cinema. This is due to these pads or 
phrases being played almost exclusively when there are no other musical layers added, so 
they can be appreciated on their own merit. Additionally, they are almost always repeated 
throughout the entirety of a cue, allowing the filmgoer to hear them many times over. For 
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example, “Sugar Storm” starts with only the synth tones that make up the Dmaj and Fmaj 
phrases played over a soft pad (Example 5.3). The cues “Clue One” and “Procedural” start 
with a fast-paced pulse that establishes a mode and repeats as other ideas and layers are 
added. The cues “Just Like You”, “Appearances”, “What Have We Done to Each Other?”, 
and “Like Home” start the same way – with long synth pads that progress between two or 
three chords before repeating ad nauseum. Upon these foundations, layers of musical or 
nonmusical tones (e.g. drones, pulses, noise) are added until the climax of the cue, which is 
then an amalgamation of seemingly random ideas and phrases, before ending abruptly. 
The best example of this is the cue that accompanies the ending of the first act of the 
film, in which Nick finds out that Amy has planned everything the filmgoer has seen up 
until that point, and that she is attempting to frame him for her murder: “The Way He 
Looks at Me” (timestamp – 62:57). Very little of the cue is actually made of musical tones; 
most of it seems like clips of what one would hear in an office, like a printer or a stapler or a 
dial-up modem, but as Reznor and Ross add more and more noises and distortion and 
layers into the cue, it provides an aural climax that is congruent with and emotionally 
reflects the narrative and structural tone of the visuals. The main difference between the 
form of the cues in this film and that of the two predecessors is that, in The Social Network, 
cues primarily start with a foundational layer of music and add more musical layers on top 
as they progress, whereas cues in The Girl with the Dragon Tattoo primarily start and end 
with nonmusical tones and noises. The Gone Girl soundtrack splits the difference: the cues 
start with musical material – synth pads and phrases that have specific tonal centres and 
advance through chord progressions – but the material added throughout the cues is 
nonmusical, leading to a unique and unnerving combination of the two. 
 In the Gone Girl audiotrack, the rhythmic components of the cues almost always 
come from material of which rhythm is not the first consideration. Much like in The Social 
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Network, the rhythm is often a byproduct of a driving bass line, like in “Technically, 
Missing”, or a fast pulse that comes from an arpeggiated chord – examples being 
“Procedural” or “Clue One” for a fast tempo, and “Sugar Storm” or “Empty Places” for a 
slower tempo. Even “The Way He Looks at Me”, which has very few musical elements in it, 
does not have an instrument dedicated solely to providing percussion, like Johannsson uses 
so often in Sicario and Arrival, but rather the rhythm is simply an intentional byproduct of 
the massive amounts of layering and random noise clips.  
 Overall, the score for Gone Girl is unique in this thesis as it splits many of the 
musical tendencies of the previous two Reznor and Ross scores. It has the harmonies and 
musical phrasing that are found in The Social Network, and yet ends almost every cue with 
the nonmusical distortion and noise that is reminiscent of The Girl with the Dragon Tattoo. 
It does not go as far as the former with its use of melody, and yet, unlike the latter, still 
utilises harmonies and gestures typical of contemporary Western music. This next section 
will look at how Gone Girl uses its music as a way to emulate the film’s satirical vision of 
modern relationships, whether that be with one’s spouse, the media, or one’s own self.  
 
Media and Misempathy in Gone Girl 
 
This chapter first analysed the music in The Social Network, which used misempathy to 
reflect the digitalisation of an internet-based world, and how social media can be 
detrimental to real-life relationships. Second, it analysed the score for The Girl with The 
Dragon Tattoo, critically evaluating how the music acts misempathetically to the 
protagonists as a reflection of the cold weather and unforgiving environment of Sweden. 
Now, for Gone Girl, it will examine how the misempathy of the score reflects the 
misinformation and snap judgments that accompany the 24-hour news media cycle of the 
USA, and how what is presented as truth and what is actually real often contradict. As 
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previously stated, the main focus of the director and composers was to create a score that 
could be found in a ‘massage parlour’ or ‘spa’ – music that ‘artificially tries to make you feel 
that everything’s OK’. In this sense, the film uses music in its flashback sequences as a 
form of misdirection, just like Amy’s voiceovers. Everything in the flashbacks is a product of 
Amy’s fabrications, and the music often forms an affective bond with these narratives, as an 
extra layer of emotional manipulation. However, even this is not to last, as the music 
eventually becomes misempathetic to Amy by the end of the film.  
The music is very shallow: it projects a sense of control and serenity over the 
narrative of the film, but any detailed inspection, any probe deeper than surface level, finds 
that it is manufactured and hollow. Just like the McMansion boom in areas like the 
fictional Missouri town the film is set in,25 there is no structural integrity behind the façade 
put out by the music and characters of the film. The music does try, and briefly succeeds, to 
artificially make the filmgoer feel as if everything is OK, but it does not have the genuine 
emotion behind it to sustain that success. Like in The Girl with the Dragon Tattoo, many 
cues in this film are reused in scenes of differing emotional planes, and different cues sound 
very similar, bringing an atmosphere of ethereality and intangibility to the film, as if 
nothing in the film, including the music, is real. 
One of the main points Chion (2009, 467) makes about anempathetic music is that it 
is present before any dramatic action occurs, and continues during and after said event. 
Real life music that fits this definition is the music one finds in massage parlours and spas, 
as well as other consumer-driven locations. The music that is found in these places, 
whether it is a radio station playing the top-40 Billboard hits, classical music, or easy-
 
25 This is a pejorative term for a mass-produced modern housing unit, in which all houses in a neighbourhood look 
very similar, and typically are built quickly and shoddily. 
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listening muzak, is already playing before the customer walks in, continues to play as the 
costumer shops, eats, or otherwise consumes the products being sold, and does not stop 
after they have left, continuing to play in preparation for other customers. The average 
American listens to 32 hours of music per week in total,26 or just over 4.5 hours per day, 
which constitutes more than one-fourth of one’s waking life. Music has become ubiquitous 
in modern society; hearing music in every aspect of life is the same as not hearing it at all – 
one grows so accustomed to a constant noise level that it becomes the new silence, like the 
tare feature on a digital scale. This is the impression left by the score for Gone Girl, as if it 
is too ubiquitous to make any significant difference so it settles into the background – into 
the silence – simply acting as a tool to make the filmgoer more susceptible to consume both 
the musical and visual structures of the film itself and the paper-thin story that is built 
from them. 
However, unlike the music found in most consumer-related locations, the music in 
this film does not begin, continue, and end in the same fashion. Many cues start as 
‘massage-parlour’ music, but over the length of the cue, they devolve into something more 
ominous through the addition of dissonant tones and abrasive electronic noises. Cues such 
as “Like Home” and “The Way He Looks at Me” are examples of these controlled 
breakdowns – the music begins as if it belongs in a nice restaurant or hotel lobby but 
degenerates until it resembles a bankrupt mall sheltering drug addicts and the homeless in 
a Podunk Missouri town (a location in the film where Amy goes to buy a gun). Just as with 
Amy – who, at the beginning of the narrative is quintessentially too perfect in the filmgoer’s 
eyes and by the end of the film has become an over-controlling, murderous psychopath – or 
 
26 This is according to a study done by Forbes magazine, see 
https://www.forbes.com/sites/hughmcintyre/2017/11/09/americans-are-spending-more-time-listening-to-music-than-
ever-before/#563d65872f7f. 
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the media – who, over the course of the narrative lose more and more credibility as they 
delve into more insane conspiracy theories – the music cannot keep up its charade any 
longer. It mirrors Amy’s inability to care enough to maintain the façade; the misempathy 
shines through by the end of each and every cue, as if the beginning niceties are such an 
aggravation that they are simply too hard to sustain. 
 The second structural similarity between the score for The Girl with the Dragon 
Tattoo and this score for Gone Girl is twofold – (1) multiple cues are played more than once 
over scenes of differing emotional levels, and (2) the majority of the cues sound alike, 
although they are different. This is done for the same purposes in both films. The most 
repeated cue in Gone Girl is “Sugar Storm”, which is played four times throughout the 
course of the film (timestamps – 3:26, 1:18:31, 2:05:55, and 2:17:35). The emotional impact 
on the narrative is different for each iteration of the cue. In the first instance, Amy and 
Nick have just met and kiss for the first time. This scene comes before the audience, or Nick 
himself even, know that Amy is missing; the only expositional information the filmgoer 
receives before this is that Nick is drinking on the morning of their fifth anniversary, and 
that he and Amy do not have the best marriage. Thus, when “Sugar Storm” first plays, the 
filmgoer knows these two figures will fall in love and get married, but sometime after that 
things will fall apart. The music is congruent with and empathises with this knowledge and 
foreshadows Nick and Amy’s rise and fall: it starts very beautifully yet slowly and subtly 
adds distortion as the piece goes on. The emotion of both the music and the narrative is one 
of happiness and love, yet with a faint undercurrent of falseness and insincerity.  
The next restatement of the cue is after the reveal that Amy is still alive and has 
been manipulating the events of the entire first half of the film, when she recalls seeing 
Nick cheating on her with Andy (Emily Ratajkowski) at the bar. Although the filmgoer does 
not trust Amy, due to both the narrative and Amy herself – “A diary. Minimum 300 entries 
223 
 
on the Nick and Amy story … You invent. The spending, the abuse, the fear, the threat of 
violence. And Nick thought he was the writer” (timestamp – 1:09:30) – her recollection of 
this event is true, and the music confirms it. The cue acts as a motivic call-back: as Nick 
kisses Andy the same way he had previously kissed Amy, the same music plays both times. 
However, in this scene the cue introduces the layers of distortion and random noise 
pollution from the beginning – this communicates Amy’s genuine hurt and rage, 
empathetically reflecting her emotions through music, just as the first iteration did.  
The third and fourth iterations will be the subject of the close reading, as they differ 
from the two previous empathetic iterations, and are misempathetic to the two main 
characters’ emotions (or lack thereof). Both restatements reflect how the media – not Amy 
or Nick – react to the narrative and to their marriage. The first scene occurs when Amy, 
covered in blood, finally returns home to Nick: in the minds of the news reporters this is a 
lovely – if tragic – reunion of lovers, who should feel that same surge of emotion they felt 
when they first kissed. However, to Nick and Amy, this reunion is not filled with love or 
sentiment in any way, but rather loathing and revenge (Nick) and calculated indifference 
(Amy). The final iteration of the cue occurs about five weeks later, as Nick and Amy are 
struggling to live together again. The media this time only sees their outward appearances 
and behaviour – perfect and serene – without a hint of the turmoil and rage underneath.  
The next example of the same cue being played over scenes of differing emotional 
levels is the cue “Like Home” (timestamps – 44:38 and 2:10:55), which plays first over a 
flashback scene in which Nick uses Amy for sex, pushes her into a staircase, and generally 
frightens her. During the second time it is played, however, Amy is the one that admits to 
murder and Nick is now the one scared of Amy. A third example, “Appearances” 
(timestamps – 19:57 and 2:15:15) accompanies a lovely scene of their second wedding 
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anniversary, when they were still happily married, and then again is reiterated after Amy 
has returned home, a scene in which they are still married but neither is happy.  
The main connection between all of the repeated cues is that they occur once in the 
first act – when the filmgoer still has no reason to doubt Amy’s flashbacks and Amy is still 
presumed to be dead or missing – and then once again in the third act, when Amy has 
returned home to a husband (and a theatre audience) who knows her dark side and all of 
her tricks. In the first iteration of these cues, Amy is trusted and Nick is seen as someone 
who is at least morally reprehensible, and at worst a murderer. When they are next played, 
both shoes are on different feet, as Nick is now seen as the victim and Amy is both morally 
reprehensible and a murderer. In total, there are five cues repeated more than once 
throughout the film for a total of twelve times, over one-third of the 33 total cues in the 
film. 
One can sort the formal and technical aspects of the film’s music into approximately 
four categories. The first is that of the sustained synth pad and oscillating extended major 
chords: in this category would fall cues such as “Just Like You”, “Appearances”, and “Like 
Home”. The second category is one of sequencer-like pulses and a fast tempo, typically in a 
minor key: here are cues such as “Clue One”, “Procedural”, and “Technically, Missing”. The 
third category can best be described as a mashup between the first two – music which is 
predominantly sustained pads and tones, but with an underlying array of pulses and a 
steady rhythm: these would be cues such as “What Have We Done”, “Sugar Storm”, “Empty 
Places”, and “Still Gone”. The final category consists of cues that primarily use nonmusical 
tones and sounds and mechanical noises to create rhythmic and harmonic clutter: these are 
cues such as “The Way He Looks at Me”, “Strange Activities”, “Perpetual”, and “Clue Two”. 
While sorting the cues into four distinct categories might belie the idea of the score having 
an overall cohesion, the categories themselves are quite similar (as noted, category three is 
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simply a combination of the previous two), particularly for a filmgoer experiencing this film 
for the first time. Categories one and three are also the most prominent, and consist of the 
majority of the cues.  
The overall quality of the score that these cues combine to create is one of 
ethereality and intangibility. The music feels atmospheric, but not in the commonly-used 
sense that it provides an atmosphere or ambiance to the film. Rather, it seems to emanate 
from someplace high above, untethered from reality. This relates directly to Amy’s life – 
nothing in it is real either. She presents a veneer that is real to the eye and to the touch, 
but there is no substance behind it that would give her the emotional connection needed to 
be ‘real’. It also relates to the reality of the film itself, as the first half of the film also seems 
real – according to cinematic codes to which the audience agrees when entering a theatre, 
the reality of what is presented on screen is unquestioned unless it specifically states 
otherwise – until the reveal that Amy is alive. All three – Amy, the narrative in her 
flashbacks, and the music – appear real only because the filmgoer is told they are. Drawing 
on what Link (2004) mentioned about audiences’ underlying expectations, the filmgoer does 
not recognise their basic cinematic assumption (that the events on screen actually occurred 
in the diegesis), until it is retroactively ruined. The verisimilitude of the characters, the 
narrative, and the score, is broken. 
The reason for this is that the music has few grounding presences, like rhythm or 
acoustic instruments, which filmgoers have been culturally entrained over time to relate 
directly to the humanity and soul of the narrative. Percussive elements, as we have seen in 
this thesis, can cause Rhythmic Entrainment, in which the filmgoer physically responds to 
changes in the music. Acoustic instruments like the violin are often used due to their 
‘ability to “sing” because its timbre [sic] or tonal quality is close to that of the human voice’ 
(Kalinak, 1992, 13, her emphasis). Therefore, acoustic instruments and percussion are also 
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often defined in metaphorical concept schemas that relate them directly to human biology.27 
In terms of the hapticity and physicality that comes from percussive and non-synthesised 
instruments, the cue “Technically, Missing” is the most tangible in the film. This is 
appropriate, as it accompanies the most real moment in the film – when Amy reveals her 
true colours and the filmgoer realises the entire film until that point has been either 
manipulated or downright false. The “Technically, Missing” cue is the only one in the film 
with a percussive element consisting of more than just pulses or sequencers, and it has an 
electric guitar part in it towards the end as well. It is this cue, and the scene it 
accompanies, that brings the filmgoer back down to earth, and prepares them for the ‘real’ 
story that starts with the second act.  
The next section will close read certain scenes to analyse how the music acts 
misempathetically through its incongruity with the images, as shown by the CAM. It will 
then tie this misempathy to the meta-narrative treatment of the filmgoer by the diegetic 
media sources in the film, as well as to the unreliability and intangibility of the narrative, 
both within and without the filmic world. 
 
Motivic Changes in “Sugar Storm” – Close Readings  
 
This close reading section will analyse how one cue can differ between multiple scenes. It 
will explore the cue “Sugar Storm” – specifically the third and fourth scenes in which it is 
used (timestamps – 2:05:55 and 2:17:35), as the beginning two scenes have already been 
thoroughly discussed – utilising it to point out how the media sees Amy, and how Amy 
presents herself. These scenes are when Amy arrives home after killing Desi, and five 
weeks after she returns, as she and Nick prepare to give a media interview. 
 
27 See “Film Music as Embodiment”, Juan Chattah, in Embodied Cognition and Cinema, 2015. 
227 
 
Amy Comes Home 
The music in both instances is misempathetic to Nick and to the filmgoer; it instead forms 
an affective bond with the false narratives put forward by both the media and Amy. The 
contextual backdrop against which both scenes occur is one of intensity and fright. 
Immediately before the first of the two scenes, Nick, his twin sister Margo (Carrie Coon), 
and his lawyer Tanner Bolt (Tyler Perry) drive through a crowd of angry reporters who are 
cursing him and calling him a murderer. He then says, with malice and almost directly at 
the camera, “Come home, Amy. I dare you” (timestamp – 2:02:17). This is the climax of 
Nick’s narrative arc in the film. In Gustav Freytag’s model,28 a dramatic narrative is 
divided into five acts – Exposition, Rising Action, Climax, Falling Action, and Denouement. 
This scene, and the scene before it in which Nick is formally charged with Amy’s murder, is 
the climax of all the exposition and rising action that has occurred in Nick’s narrative. 
Everyone who was once on his side – his parents-in-law, his girlfriend, the majority of the 
town, and even the police – now all believe he is a wife-killer and have turned against him. 
He has lost the entirety of his money and his freedom (he had to spend a night in jail), and 
his hatred for Amy has reached its peak. This is where Nick is, both physically and 
emotionally, when Amy arrives home.  
The scene when she arrives home immediately follows the narrative climax of Amy’s 
story as well. The exposition in her narrative consists of the diary flashbacks, as well as the 
“Technically, Missing” montage in which she runs away to the Ozarks. The rising action is 
her falling in and out with her two companions at the resort, calling Desi and becoming 
more and more scared of him, which culminates in his murder and Amy’s climactic turning 
point.  
 
28 See Appendix XII for a picture of Freytag’s Pyramid. 
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It is immediately after this climax that the “Sugar Storm” cue occurs again: the 
previous cue “Consummation” ends at 2:05:37, the image cuts to black and then to Nick 
waking up, and “Sugar Storm” begins eighteen seconds later at 2:05:55. The filmgoer, Nick, 
and Amy are all still over-stimulated at this point. Nick is fuming about Amy and is 
apprehensive about the upcoming trial and potential death sentence. Amy and the filmgoer 
are both scared of what just happened, and also emotionally drained from the entire 
buildup to, and climax of, the murder sequence. Even the media reporters are excited as 
they see Amy step out of the car and realise she is not dead after all. The serene music is 
not representative of anyone’s mental state, nor is it there to help calm any one of them 
down. Thus, the music is incongruent with both the narrative of the drama, the characters’ 
arc within that narrative, and the emotional mindsets of those characters.  
 In addition to being incongruent with the emotional and narrative subtext of the 
scene, the music is also incongruent with the visuals themselves. In the two previous uses 
of this cue, both scenes took place at nighttime, where the snow and sugar scattered the 
streetlights to create a mirage of haziness and shimmering unreality. This recurrence, 
however, takes place in the bright morning sunshine, which casts everything in a harsh, 
well-defined light. The contour of the characters and scenery is no longer blurred but crisp, 
allowing nothing to hide. The levels of visual movement and intensity are also high. There 
are many different factors occurring at once – Nick walks out towards Amy, Amy stumbles 
towards Nick, the media runs up to the house to get a better look, the reporters’ cameras 
flash, and Amy faints in Nick’s arms. Fincher emphasises this commotion and visual 
disorder in his camera motion with a fast-ascending pedestal shot at the end of the scene 
(timestamp – 2:06:26). Besides the high levels of contour, visual movement and visual 
intensity, this scene is also vibrant in its colour scheme. Amy, especially, is striking – the 
pure white of the silk negligee and her dyed-blonde hair creates a stark contrast to the dark 
229 
 
crimson blood that covers almost her entire body. The dark, pristine car that Amy leaves in 
the driveway contrasts with the pallor of the sun reflecting on the pavement, as well as the 
incredibly verdant lawn. The scene is a visual feast, and the many different colours and 
objects in motion provide constant stimulation for the filmgoer.  
 The music, on the other hand, acts incongruently to the intensity provided both by 
previous scenes and the visuals in this scene. As in previous occurrences of the cue, the 
music alternates between the Dsus chord and the Fsus chord, this time playing each one 
only twice before ending on a long-held Dsus and its cadential arpeggiation.29 There is no 
distortion, no mechanical noises, and the only dissonance in the entire cue is the C♯ played 
over the Dsus chord, but it is so far-removed in pitch from the rest of the music – C♯6 
compared to the next highest note of a G4 – that the affect created by the dissonance is 
dissipated. The cue has no musical contour or colour; it does not add the distortion layers 
that are so ubiquitous in the rest of the score, so the cue never becomes less than the shiny, 
shimmering music it starts as. The suspended chords reflect the intangibility of the score, 
which was congruent when placed over visuals that were also hazy and ethereal earlier in 
the film, but is incongruent with the crisp, defined outlines of the characters in this scene. 
There is also no musical motion or intensity – the volume of the music does not change, nor 
are any notes or phrases added in consistent layers that would give the cue directionality. 
Overall, the music is incongruent with the visuals with regards to every structural property 
they share.  
 
 
29 A cadential arpeggiation is when the final chord of a song is played and the pianist then arpeggiates the chord as 
an extra ‘tag’, going up in pitch through the notes of the chord and finally ending on a high-pitched tonic – in this 
case, D5. 
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Five Weeks Home 
The fourth and final iteration of “Sugar Storm” starts at 2:17:35, when Amy has been home 
for five weeks. This version of the cue, at 3 minutes and 30 seconds, is much longer than the 
previous iteration (which was 38 seconds long); it is approximately the same, in both length 
and form, as the first time “Sugar Storm” is heard with Amy’s first V.O flashback. It 
accompanies two different scenes: in the first, Nick sneaks out of bed in the middle of the 
night and checks on the media vans outside, while Amy wakes up and puts him back to bed; 
in the second (timestamp – 2:18:54), the text says “Seven Weeks Home”, and Nick and Amy 
prepare to be interviewed by talk show host Ellen Abbott (Missi Pyle).  
Unlike the previous close reading scene, none of the visuals in these two scenes are 
very vibrant or kinetic, but rather subdued. The first scene takes place at night, thus both 
Nick and Amy are simply wearing pyjamas, conversing, and walking around in the dark. In 
the second scene, they are both wearing muted, formal clothes, and even Ellen Abbott is 
dressed in a tasteful fashion out of respect for the trauma Amy supposedly suffered. The 
camera is also inexpressive – there is very little camera motion, and most of the shots are 
static and medium-length to close-ups. However, the visuals are similar to the previous 
scene in one respect: they are all perfectly clear and crisp. The first two iterations of “Sugar 
Storm” took place both in literal haze (with the sugar or the snow falling all around like 
static) and narrative haze (as both were flashbacks of Amy’s memories). The first scene in 
this close reading does take place in almost total darkness, but the outlines of the 
characters and their surroundings are still sharp. Nick and the filmgoer are narratively out 
of the darkness and are starting to truly understand Amy, and the camera reflects this 
understanding in its visual acuity.  
The music however, for the first time since the night they met, plays the soft, 
nostalgic “Sugar Storm” cue in its entirety, in complete contrast to where Nick and Amy are 
231 
 
now as a couple, and where the filmgoer is in his or her filmic journey. This is incongruent 
through the Music Structure → Visual Structure arrow. The music is purposely recalling 
the hazy, early-morning lighting and soft focus that were present when the cue was first 
played, but the new visuals have dull, direct lighting, and nothing in either scene is out of 
focus.  
The music is also incongruent with the visual narrative through the Music Meaning 
→ Visual Meaning arrow. Similar to the cue explored above, the music is incongruent with 
the emotional and narrative subtext of the scenes it accompanies. Throughout both the 
“Five Weeks Home” and “Seven Weeks Home” scenes, Nick is both frightened of his wife 
and openly hostile towards her. He tiptoes around his house during the night in an attempt 
to contact the media vans still camped outside his home in order to tell them about Amy. 
When Amy appears behind him, and when she tucks him into bed, she is backlit and 
enshrouded in darkness, as if a monster in a horror film. Although her words are “I would 
never, ever hurt you” (timestamp – 2:18:35), her manner of speaking and her face convey 
that she is unemotional and almost bored, as if she is tired of Nick still not ‘going along’ 
with their charade. 
During the next scene, Nick is practising in front of a running sink (so that Amy 
cannot hear his words) telling the media that “Everything you’ve heard about my wife is a 
lie. She is a calculating, murderous psychopath” (timestamp – 2:18:57). Amy is ever-doting, 
as she cooks him breakfast and pours his coffee, although she again is very emotionless and 
practical about how they are going to lie in the interview to maintain their cover. In both 
scenes, there is no romantic spark that existed in the first two instances of “Sugar Storm”. 
Instead it has been replaced by anger, fear, and distrust. However, the media still believes 
the false narrative Nick and, especially, Amy have presented, and the music mis-
empathises with that narrative as well. The music throughout these scenes is empathetic 
232 
 
not to the protagonist (Nick), or even the antagonist (Amy), but rather to the cameramen in 
the vans outside their house at night, or Ellen Abbott as she prepares for an interview with 
the couple. With the use of the original “Sugar Storm” cue, the music chooses to falsely 
present a happy couple, one as in love as when they first kissed. Neither the music nor the 
media is concerned with whether Nick and Amy are actually still in love, but would rather 
maintain appearances either for ratings, or simply because it is easier to pretend – to not 
probe too deep, to story tell, to lie. 
 
5.5: Conclusion 
 
This chapter has posited that music with Filminimalist properties, rather than solely 
inducing emotions in the filmgoer via Embodied Simulation and Underlying Mechanisms, 
can also force a strong emotional response in the filmgoer by remaining Misempathetic to 
the circumstances of the protagonists and Incongruent with the visual narrative. Using as 
case studies the music of Trent Reznor and Atticus Ross in the films The Social Network, 
The Girl with the Dragon Tattoo, and Gone Girl, this chapter has demonstrated that 
Filminimal music can facilitate an affective bond between the filmgoer and negative or 
antagonistic characters, settings, or themes, empathising with the negative or 
unconventional facets of a film’s narrative. Its indifference shown towards the main 
characters, as well as the incongruence shown by the Congruence-Association Model, 
combine to further amplify the emotions felt by the filmgoer as he or she attempts to 
compensate for the incorrect emotion communicated by the music. The close readings each 
presented different ways through which a film’s score and narrative can act 
misempathetically towards the main character or characters. In The Social Network, the 
music was interested solely in the successful acquisition of power and money, and the close 
reading showed that it is easy to view others as less real when looked at through the 
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mediated lens of a screen and, therefore, it is easier to treat them poorly to advance one’s 
own status and goals. The close readings for The Girl with the Dragon Tattoo exemplified 
how the music can emotionally reflect the misempathetic aspects of a character’s 
environment, both physical and social. Finally, the close reading for Gone Girl showed how 
the lens of media is often falsely presented as true and unbiased, and, under the guise of 
being caring and compassionate, is just as misempathetic as the scenes of the two previous 
two films.  
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Chapter Six: Applying Both Theoretical Frameworks to the 
Film Music of Mica Levi 
 
 
 
The previous two chapters explored the works of two composers with distinct styles, 
drawing two distinct conclusions. Johann Johannsson’s music is used, in the two films he 
scored with Denis Villeneuve, to induce emotions in the filmgoer by facilitating the 
filmgoer’s ability to ‘feel into’ the main character through the process of Embodied 
Simulation. This music used Underlying Mechanisms that have innately evolved in the 
human mind and body to circumvent the mediation of the filmgoer’s conscious mind and 
directly interact with one’s subconscious and body. Trent Reznor and Atticus Ross’s music, 
on the other hand, used the concepts of misempathy and incongruity to compel the filmgoer 
into an emotional state as a response to the music reacting empathetically to an 
incongruent or antagonistic aspect of the visual narrative. 
 The purpose of this chapter is to demonstrate not only the idea that there are more 
than two composers creating music that can fall under the generic umbrella of 
Filminimalism, but also that a composer’s specific style of music can be analysed through 
both of the aforementioned frameworks; they are not mutually exclusive but can and do 
overlap. To do so, this section will explore two scores by composer Mica Levi, analyzing one 
through its Underlying Mechanisms and the other within the framework of the CAM.  
 
6.1: Jackie 
 
The first film this chapter will look at is Jackie, a 2016 biopic about Jackie Kennedy in the 
week following the 1963 assassination of her husband, President John F. Kennedy. It is 
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directed by Pablo Larraín, written by Noah Oppenheim, and stars Natalie Portman as 
Jackie. 
 For her music in this film, Mica Levi became only the third woman in history to be 
nominated for an Academy Award for Best Original Score, and the first since Rachel 
Portman was nominated for Chocolat (dir. Lasse Hallström) in 2000.1 Born and raised 
outside of London to musical parents (a professor of music and a cello teacher, respectively), 
she was classically trained in viola and violin and studied composition at the Guildhall 
School of Music & Drama in London. She is also a successful experimental-pop artist, 
forming and fronting the band Micachu and the Shapes.2 Her first, and thus far only other, 
film score was for the film Under the Skin (dir. Jonathan Glazer, 2013), which will be 
explored next.  
Levi was asked to join the film by Larraín after he saw her work in Under the Skin 
at the 2013 Venice Film Festival, where he was on the jury. She was involved fairly early 
on in the post-production process, like Johannsson was with Villeneuve for Sicario and 
Arrival, and even wrote ‘a lot of the score without seeing the movie’ (NPR.org, 2016). 
Larraín, like Villeneuve, would cut the film with her specific music in mind: Levi says in an 
interview with Variety that ‘he [Larraín] hadn’t cut the film much, and he sent me some 
scenes. I sent him some music, and he cut the film using that music. He didn’t want to get 
attached to a temp score’ (Variety, 2017). Unlike the Johannsson and Villeneuve 
collaboration, however, Levi had little control over where her music was placed in the film. 
Just as with Cocteau and Auric, and Fincher with Reznor and Ross, there were ‘a number 
 
1 The two others are Rachel Portman (three nominations, one win for Emma in 1996) and Anne Dudley (one 
nomination and win for The Full Monty in 1997). Three other women, Marilyn Bergman, Angela Morley, and Lynn 
Ahrens, have been nominated in the category, but for adaptation scores or lyrics rather than original scores. 
2 They have since changed the name of their band to Good Sad Happy Bad. 
236 
 
of instances in which Larraín took what she gave him and reassigned it to other parts of the 
film’ (NewYorker, 2017). Levi, speaking of the track “Intro” (timestamp – 1:25),3 says ‘I just 
wrote this piece and Pablo used it at the beginning. That music was for a more dramatic 
moment (for Lee Harvey Oswald’s assassination) and then got pulled back to [the opening 
scene] … the way [the music] was used came down to where Pablo put it’ (Variety, 2017). 
 
Filminimalism in Jackie  
 
Mica Levi uses many Filminimalist techniques in her score for Jackie. She does not write 
any of her music to picture, she does not use any melodic lines throughout, and she often 
abandons functional harmony altogether. However, one major aspect of the music in this 
film is not Filminimal, and that is how noticeable it is. Unlike other scores with Filminimal 
properties, especially the works of Trent Reznor and Atticus Ross, the music in this film 
commands one’s attention. A New Yorker (2017) article about Mica Levi states that ‘it 
would be impossible to watch “Jackie” without noticing – indeed, without forming a pretty 
strong opinion about – the music … Larraín made this especially manifest with his choices 
regarding Levi’s music: he raised Levi’s score unusually high in the audio mix, and he 
found unexpected places to deploy it’. More than any other film in this thesis, the music in 
Jackie purposely draws the filmgoers’ attention to it, hiding not beneath dialogue (for the 
script is quite bare) nor spectacle (this film has none), but regarded as an equal partner in 
shaping the narrative. The music even features prominently before the visuals begin, as 
will be discussed in the close reading section. 
Levi, however, shares a production practice with almost all other Filminimal 
composers, including Johannsson and Reznor and Ross – she does not write to picture. The 
 
3 All timestamps for the cues in Jackie were taken from the Amazon Prime streaming version of the film – the film 
is now on Netflix, which has slightly different timings (approximately 15 seconds later than the Prime version). 
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most input she got from the visuals of the film was a few clips sent to her by Larraín. In her 
own words, she ‘wrote a lot of the music without even seeing the film’ (Variety, 2017). Levi 
also purposely avoided listening to any music that would have been played at the time, such 
as famous concerts in the White House from the time the Kennedys spent there. ‘Otherwise 
I’d just copy it’, she remarked (NewYorker, 2017). 
The closest Levi got to letting the film influence her music was taking inspiration 
from the real-life Jackie Kennedy, especially when it came to instrumentation. She 
‘basically got together a group of instruments that [she] thought felt resonant to the time’ 
(Variety, 2017) – instruments like violins and violas, piano, vibraphone, and flute. With 
these instruments Levi then created music she thought Jackie Kennedy would approve of, 
music that would fit her personality – ‘[Jackie’s] sort of taste, something that might move 
her’ (ibid.). She thought of Jackie as ‘light and airy and feline’ (NewYorker, 2017), and 
‘sweet and childlike … but also the amount of loss and the kind of extreme trauma that she 
experienced’ (Variety, 2017). Through this combination she developed the film’s most 
recognisable leitmotif – the descending glissando strings first heard before the opening 
scene.  
The glissando, used in both Jackie and Under the Skin, is Levi’s signature musical 
technique: ‘I often write pieces of music that have glissandos or pitch bends in them’ (ibid.), 
and Jackie exemplifies this stylistic choice. However, although this motif is the most 
recognisable and memorable aspect of the score, it only appears three times in the film, for 
a total of 3:39 minutes. Out of 40:23 minutes of score, less than 10% uses glissando and 
pitch bending. The instrumentation throughout the rest of the score is utilised in 
accordance with well-known cinematic and cultural codes, such as rolls and march patterns 
on a snare drum as an allusion to, or perhaps a satire of, the U.S. military and American 
patriotism, or tremolo on the strings to indicate tension. It is through this juxtaposition of 
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the traditional film scoring techniques that the glissando truly stands out and, thus, 
becomes memorable in its rarity.  
Though the majority of the score may not stretch the use of its instruments through 
innovative technologies or techniques, this does not mean it is traditional. Like Johannsson 
and Reznor and Ross before her, Levi abandons melody, and often functional harmony as 
well. Cues such as “Children” (timestamps – 13:05 & 32:56) and “Autopsy” (timestamp – 
21:43) appear at first to be little more than random combinations of instruments playing a 
random selection of notes, with no regard for the harmonies or melodies created from said 
notes. In the “Children” cue, for example, there are six different instruments playing six 
different repeating phrases or notes, with none of them seemingly related to any of the 
others. The cue starts with two instruments, a cello and a viola,4 then adds a flute, tremolo 
strings, bassoon, and percussion. The cello oscillates between two major-7th intervals, 
beginning with an E2-D♯3 and then stepping down a major second and playing a D2-C♯3 
interval. On top of this, the viola plays a repeated G♯4. The two instruments play their parts 
at regular, yet entirely disconnected, rhythmic intervals, as do all the other instruments, 
creating ever-shifting chords and harmonic relationships between the instruments. The G♯ 
played by the viola creates a different feeling when it is played as part of an Emaj7 chord 
(i.e. over the E2-D♯3 interval) than when it creates a tritone within the D2-C♯3 interval.  
Cues such as “Tears” (timestamp – 17:20), “Empty White House” (timestamps – 
27:20 & 76:05), and “Graveyard” (timestamps – 25:24 & 40:50), use extended chordal 
harmonies. Instead of chords that are explicitly major or minor, Levi uses suspended 
chords, with many layers of major-2nd intervals rather than major- or minor-3rds. In “Tears”, 
over a recurring A4 drone of tremolo strings, an electric keyboard alternates between a 
 
4 It is possibly a violin, but is most likely a viola, as Levi is trained in it. 
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Dsus2 chord (D2-E3-A3) and an Amin7 chord (G3-A3-C4). “Empty White House” begins with a 
Cmin chord (C3-E♭3-G3) in which the E♭ drops a half-step to create a Csus2 chord, before 
progressing to Dmaj, in which the D then raises a half-step back to E♭ to create an E♭dim 
chord. While these chords might be functionally tonal in and of themselves, their 
relationships point to an overall pantriadic, non-tonal harmonic landscape, which has been 
shown to be a trait of Filminimal scores, and is also seen in both Johannsson’s and Reznor 
and Ross’s music. 
Regarding melody, Levi’s work in Jackie is just as sparse as almost all Filminimalist 
composers before her – she does not use any. The cue that comes the closest to having a 
melody line is “Vanity” (timestamps – 54:17 & 64:53). The “Vanity” cue consists mainly of 
extended chords played by a small group of strings, above which a solo flute enters 
approximately 1:00 into the cue. The flute occupies the space that would normally be 
occupied by a melodic line – a solo instrument sitting above soft, simple block chords, 
higher in both pitch and volume – yet, there is no discernible, discrete melody. Instead, the 
flute sounds as if it is improvising; the flute pitch sequence is disjointed and inelegant, 
often punctuated by a staccato and sforzando descending four-note riff. Besides this brief 
usage in “Vanity”, there are no other instances of an instrument occupying a melodic space 
in the score.  
 
Induced Emotions in Jackie 
 
The title of the film Jackie tells the filmgoer exactly what it is about. It is not about the 
assassination of JFK, nor about his presidency or the events leading up to his death. It is 
not about a group of people responding to the assassination, nor a detailed recollection of 
how the government continued to function in its wake. It is not even about what Jackie 
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Kennedy does in response to her husband’s death. Instead, it is simply about her as an 
individual. The film does have a linear narrative and multiple acts, but these are secondary 
to the objective of painting as complete a picture of her character and personality as 
possible. The intimacy of the title, using only a shortened and personal nickname, is 
indicative of how intimately the film portrays her. More than any other film in this thesis, 
Jackie is focused solely on a single character – how events in her life affect her, and how 
her character is revealed by how she deals with them. One of the reasons the film works so 
well to communicate that to the audience is the music, and specifically the music’s ability to 
facilitate the filmgoer ‘feeling into’ the character of Jackie. The music induces in the 
filmgoer the emotions that Jackie herself is feeling and communicates Embodied Meaning 
through the Underlying Mechanisms presented in the BRECVEMA framework. 
 In Sicario, the score created the sense of a threat, and the filmgoer was made to join 
the main character, Kate, as she reacted to and dealt with that threat. In Arrival, the score 
simulated the feel of a mystery or an unanswered question, helping the filmgoer feel into 
Louise’s confusion and miscommunications. In Jackie, Levi’s score helps the filmgoer feel 
the emotions Jackie feels throughout the film, simulating the emotions that deal with the 
loss of a loved one – grief, shock, and loneliness. Through its Filminimal characteristics 
mentioned above, the score induces these emotions in the filmgoer.  
Compared to shock and grief, loneliness is found only sporadically throughout the 
score. One partial reason is that it is the least present of the three emotions in the 
narrative of the film. Jackie follows the titular character for the week after her husband’s 
death, during which time she has so much to do and so many people around her and so 
many intense emotions (including grief and shock) crowding her mind that she has little 
room physically, emotionally, or mentally to contemplate her loneliness. However, it is 
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present, and Levi uses silence in specific cues to induce the emotional response of loneliness 
in the filmgoer.  
 Silence has a profound effect when used in film music, via the mechanism of 
Emotional Contagion. Emotional Contagion, the process through which the listener mimics 
the emotion of the music, is most effective when ‘we become aroused by voice-like features 
of the music … [we respond] automatically to certain stimulus features as if they were 
coming from a human voice expressing emotions’ (Juslin, 2013, 241, his emphasis). Silence 
facilitates this process because it makes the music sound and feel more human. For one, it 
reflects our own body functions: with musical phrases punctuated by silence ‘there is an 
alternation between activity and rest. This is biological, the rhythm of physical movement 
… [the] tension and then relaxation of muscle’ (Hodgkinson, 1997; quoted in Sutton, 2002, 
30). It also reflects the pauses and cadence of speech and conversation: with silence, ‘music 
… consists of phrases and statements much like in human discourse’ (Beeman, 2006, 28). 
Thus, silence in music creates a stronger connection with the listener via Emotional 
Contagion because it helps the music more effectively imitate human speech and behaviour.  
Silence is used to this effect in Jackie, particularly in the cue “Empty White House” 
(timestamp – 27:20), as Jackie walks through the White House for the first time after her 
husband dies. The title of the cue, as well as the mise-en-scene, show that Jackie is alone. 
Her bright, blood-spattered pink suit contrasts starkly with the white walls and pallid 
décor of the hallways she walks down, and she is often the only person in frame. The 
silences that punctuate the swells of the strings induce this feeling of loneliness in the 
filmgoer through Emotional Contagion. The separate swells, all kept apart by silence, 
represent the forced separation of Jackie and JFK, and the first time being back at the 
White House alone reinforces the knowledge of that separation. The lingering silences that 
follow each swell show Jackie’s ‘heightened sense of awareness of both self-with-other and 
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self-alone’ (Sutton, 2002, 36), and give the audience the same feeling. The silence in the cue 
forces the filmgoer to feel the loneliness Jackie does – it highlights the fact that she is 
‘alone’ and not ‘with others’, and then imposes that emotion onto the filmgoer.  
Shock, in contrast to loneliness, is the most-often communicated emotion in the 
film’s score of the three listed above. This makes sense – as the narrative of the story takes 
place so soon following her husband’s death, shock is likely the emotion that Jackie would 
feel the most during this time.5 One specific aspect of the score that helped the filmgoers 
simulate the shock Jackie felt within themselves is the prevalence of tremolo in the strings, 
best exemplified in the cue “Car” (timestamp – 16:33). The “Car” cue plays over a short 
scene – the scene and the cue are both less than 20 seconds long – of Jackie and others in 
the car speeding down an empty highway away from Dallas after the assassination. It is a 
flashback prompted by the reporter asking the question “What did the bullet sound like?” 
The sound of the bullet acts as an aural bridge between the present situation and the past 
experience: immediately after the bullet sounds, the scene cuts to the car and the music 
starts. The cue consists entirely of rapid tremolos that come in at different times and on 
different pitches. Tremolo strings can create tension in the filmgoer through Musical 
Expectancy and Evaluative Conditioning: audiences are so accustomed to hearing tremolo 
played over intense action scenes in films that they both know what to expect when they 
hear it (Expectancy) and start to feel tense involuntarily (Conditioning). In fact, Kalinak 
(1992, 14) dubs tremolo strings as ‘the most obvious musical convention for suspense’. 
However, I posit that the tremolo strings used in this cue cause not just tension but also 
shock, through the Rhythmic Entrainment mechanism. The strings, while playing at such a 
fast rate, have no discernible rhythm to their bowing. Different instruments come in at 
 
5 Chronologically, the latest scenes of the film take place less than a week after the assassination. 
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random times, not following a set metre or tempo. Also, the tremolo strings vibrate so fast 
that the individual strikes of the bow on the strings all blend together to create one large 
cloud of sound, like a swarm of insects. These points show that there is no grounding aspect 
to the cue, there is no ‘external rhythm in the music’ for the ‘internal bodily rhythm of the 
listener’ to ‘lock in’ to, in any aspect of the cue. There is no melodic rhythm, no harmonic 
rhythm, and no percussive rhythm caused by the attack of the bow on the strings. The 
music is intense but ethereal, suspenseful but floaty – a combination akin to the human 
body’s response to shock, which often presents with intense, rapid breathing and pulse 
combined with a dazed look, slow response time, and fatigue. Thus, the music could 
theoretically register as shock in the body of the filmgoer. 
The score is also rhythmically and harmonically chaotic, with no set metre or 
rhythm. This is heard in cues such as “Children” and, particularly, “Autopsy”, in which 
Jackie meets her husband’s brother Bobby and they accompany the casket to where a 
doctor can perform an autopsy. Throughout this scene, many different instruments – 
including viola, flute, cello, oboe and electronic tones – play a stepwise major-second 
descending motif. This ostinato has no particular rhythmic or harmonic organising factors. 
There are three octaves of notes, as shown: 
   
Example 6.1 
Viola and flute play the D5 – C5, another viola, oboe, and electronic piano are used for the 
E4-D4 ostinato, and the cello plays the F3-E♭3. The notation above shows only the pitches 
that are used in the cue. No two iterations of each ostinato are played with the same tempo 
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or duration, nor at the same rhythmic interval as pitches below or above it. There is also a 
soft snare drum roll approximately every 15 seconds starting at 22:30.  
The Musical Expectancy and Rhythmic Entrainment mechanisms are used against 
the audience here, as Levi has created music that purposely eschews traditional harmonic 
and rhythmic conventions. There is no functional tonal centre within the notes, nor are they 
in a common mode; the harmonies are based around the intervals of a 7th and a 2nd, 
establishing a nonfunctional chromatic structure. The snare drum, although it is a 
percussive instrument, is not used to establish any metre or pulse, and its irregularity 
belies any rhythmic presence it inherently carries. Thus, no one knows (1) where either the 
harmonic or rhythmic parameters are leading – if they are leading anywhere at all – and 
(2) when each subsequent note will be played. The music in this scene reflects Jackie as she 
feels in the moment – dazed and numb, not reacting to the stimuli around her. As the 
filmgoer cannot follow or react to the irregular, haphazard music, he or she then might 
respond as Jackie does, with numbness and no reaction at all.  
 
“Intro” Motif – Close Reading  
 
The last emotion explored in this section is that of grief. To do so, the close reading section 
will analyse a specific scene in which the music might be attempting to induce grief in the 
filmgoer. This is done largely through the Emotional Contagion and Visual Imagery 
mechanisms, and the cue that best induces sadness throughout the film is the “Intro” 
glissando motif (timestamps – 1:25, 18:50; 57:16 as the “Lee Harvey Oswald” cue). 
Although, as mentioned, the majority of the music induces shock and numbness in the 
filmgoer, grief is the most memorable and pervading emotion. The glissando motif only 
appears three times, yet the entire film is tinged with its effects. Jackie, though sometimes 
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lonely and other times in shock, in addition to random flashes of pride or hatred or 
nostalgia, is always sad.  
The three times the motif occurs are (1) at the very beginning of the film, before 
even any visuals, (2) the moments after her husband’s death where Lyndon Johnson is 
being sworn in as the next president of the United States, and (3) when Jackie has just 
explained the death to her children, cross cutting with a scene in which the other residents 
of the White House see that Lee Harvey Oswald has been killed. The only scene being 
analysed in this section, however, is the first of the three, as it more than sufficiently 
conveys the significance of the cue and of all three scenes in which it is used. 
 
Opening Scene 
The film opens with a title sequence approximately a minute long, the title cards presented 
as white text centred over a fully black screen. The final line of text occurs at 1:19, and 
there is then six seconds of black screen before the music starts. The “Intro” cue begins at 
1:25, and the screen stays fully black for the first two falling glissando swells. In the silence 
between the second and third glissando, at 1:41, the image cuts to a steady-cam shot of 
Jackie walking across a field next to a lake on a cold morning,6 a shot that does not cut for 
twenty-six seconds.7 During this time, the final two swells (numbers three and four in the 
motif) are heard, and the motif repeats itself starting at 2:02. There is another cut to black 
from 2:07-2:19, during which there is a title card in the bottom right telling the audience 
the location and approximate date of this scene – Hyannis Port, Massachusetts, 1963. At 
2:19 there is an establishing shot of a house next to a small forest, and then the camera 
 
6 This is a film technique where the camera is mounted on a harness and carried by a cameraman, so that it can move 
and rotate like a normal person, giving the impression that the filmgoer has been transplanted into the film. 
7 See Appendix XIII for a screenshot. 
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cuts to inside the house to show Jackie pacing around and staring out the window as a taxi 
drives up the driveway. The music then ends around 2:42 as a reporter is seen getting out 
of the taxi. 
The “Intro” motif consists of four glissando string swells, as seen here: 
  
Example 6.2. Note these rhythms are only approximate. For a notation of the entire cue, see Appendix XIV. 
Each swell is approximately six to seven seconds long, with a period of silence lasting about 
two seconds in between each; the entire motif takes around 35 seconds to play out before 
repeating, with a longer silence of approximately five seconds between the final glissando of 
one iteration and the first glissando of the next. The four swells can be musically 
demarcated into two groups of two. The first swell the filmgoer hears is an Fmaj chord (C4-
F4-A4) in which all three notes descend a whole tone and settle on an E♭maj chord (B♭3-E♭4-
G4). The second swell is the same length and volume as the first, and the interval is kept 
the same but the notes are brought down an octave to C3-F3-A3 → B♭2-E♭3-G3. The final two 
swells are both a bit faster and quieter than the first two, and the notes of their glissandos 
are both major chords as well, sliding up a whole tone from Cmaj to Dmaj: G2-C3-E3 → A2-
D3-F♯3. However, these final two glissandos end with a (non-sliding) step down a minor 2nd. 
The D3 steps down to a C♯3, and the A and F♯ hold as they are, creating a Perfect 4th interval 
and an F♯min chord (A2-C♯3-F♯3). Just as in the cue “The Beast” from Sicario, these 
glissandos are not melodies, primarily because they are too slow and spread out; the 
multiple seconds of silence between each iteration separates them so they are not part of 
the same discrete unit. 
 Just as the desert shots in Sicario, seen during the cue “The Beast”, were made to be 
plain and aesthetically simple as to not detract from the audio’s ability to induce emotional 
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intensity, so, too, is the opening scene of Jackie. It starts with a literal blank screen. There 
is no visual information being presented to the audience for the first two descending swells 
of the cue; the only visual stimulation one might have is if one conjures up images oneself 
via the Visual Imagery mechanism. Using Chattah’s (2015, 84) concept of ‘pitch frequency’ 
being related to ‘motion in vertical space – where upward motion correlates with increasing 
pitch frequency, and downward motion with decreasing pitch frequency’ – the filmgoer 
creates their own visuals of descending motion, induced by the descending pitch of the 
music. The glissando, as well as the cultural signification conveyed by string instruments, 
gives the Visual Imagery very human qualities, and thus could potentially conjure images 
in the filmgoer of someone breathing or sighing – or of the rise and fall of the lungs as air is 
brought in and pushed out of them. 
The glissando effect increases this downward visual imagery by playing against the 
filmgoer’s Musical Expectancy. Downward and upward motion in music tends to be through 
stepwise motion or leaps from one note to another; glissandos are less common. In contrast 
to the imagery invoked by stepwise motion – such as the famous steps sequence in the 
Disney film Fantasia (1940) – a descending glissando could suggest the image of something 
(or someone) actively falling. A glissando also has no rhythmic parameters at all, as there is 
not even a demarcation between where one note ends and another begins, so there is no 
Rhythmic Entrainment to arouse feelings of ‘communion [or] emotional bonding’ (Juslin, 
2013, 241). Combining this imagery with the musical features Juslin (ibid., 258) considers 
denote a ‘sad expression, e.g., minor mode, slow tempo, low pitch, descending contours’, 
demonstrates that the music heard at the start of this film induces the emotions of sadness 
and grief in the audience before they have even started visually ‘watching’ the film.  
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6.2: Under the Skin 
 
Under the Skin is a 2013 film directed by Jonathan Glazer and co-written by Glazer and 
Walter Campbell. The film follows an alien who has inhabited a woman’s body (played by 
Scarlett Johansson) and preys on men in and around Glasgow, Scotland. 
 Under the Skin was Mica Levi’s first foray into the film business. She received a 
phone call from Glazer ‘out of the blue’ (TheGuardian, 2014) to ask her to write the score, 
even though she had never written music to accompany film before. According to Levi, 
Glazer ‘wanted a novice – someone who didn’t know how to write film scores’, because he 
felt that a score that was too traditional would ‘manipulate the audience unnecessarily’ 
(BFI.org, 2014). Rather than the music being ‘specific’ or ‘restrictive’, Glazer wanted the 
music ‘working separate from the film’ (IndieWire, 2014), and even asked Levi to write 
‘away from the picture’ (BFI.org, 2014). His only directions to Levi were not related to the 
film, but rather generic ideas such as ‘“imagine somebody just chucked 20 bottles down a 
hill,” or, “what does it sound like to be on fire?” Those are the questions that were getting 
asked’ (IndieWire, 2014). This next section will detail Levi’s production process and how it 
helped shape the Filminimal aspects of the score. 
 
Filminimalism in Under the Skin 
 
In her music for both Under the Skin and Jackie, Mica Levi uses many of the same 
Filminimal techniques. In Under the Skin, she writes away from picture, writes and records 
the majority of the music herself electronically, and uses a small, unique group of 
instruments and musicians, manipulating traditional instruments in nontraditional ways. 
Regarding the emergent properties of the score itself, there is little-to-no melodic writing 
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and very sparse harmonies, and the most recognisable features of the music are the use of 
pitch bends, glissandos, and microtonality in the strings.  
Levi uses a combination of acoustic and electronic instruments in her score for 
Under the Skin. She originally wrote it all electronically with MIDI string sounds, ‘so it was 
easy to see what the sound world would be like’, and she then combined these with ‘real 
strings, flute, and percussion’ (BFI.org, 2014). Her main instrument throughout was the 
viola: ‘I mainly used viola to write and record, although we brought in other players to back 
up my rusty playing and thicken things up’ (TheGuardian, 2014). Levi was very particular 
about why she chose the viola as the primary source of inspiration and music for the score, 
saying ‘violas are so harmonic because they contain a lot of air. A viola is not solid, the 
sound it produces is like a photocopy of a photocopy of a photocopy of something, because 
you get an airiness, and creepiness, and there’s a struggle in that. The vibrato doesn’t ring 
out. It’s dead’ (IndieWire, 2014). Because the viola has these unique physical properties, 
Levi was able to manipulate them more easily to create such a unique score, one that is 
‘weird, atonal, discordant, and something to get lost in’ (ibid.). 
 Electronic manipulation of acoustic instruments to create distinctive music and 
sounds is not unique to Filminimal music; most music produced for mass distribution since 
the advent of digital recording technology can be, and has been, digitally manipulated to 
some degree. However, Filminimalism is unique in that it is the only genre of film scoring 
that purposely detaches sound from the instrument which created it (e.g., Johannsson’s use 
of vocals in Arrival). In Levi’s work in Under the Skin, she was ‘looking at the natural 
sound of an instrument to try and find something identifiably human in it, then slowing 
things down or changing the pitch of it to make it feel uncomfortable’, something she called 
‘perverting [the] material’ (TheGuardian, 2014).  
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The material in Under the Skin is more ‘perverted’ than that of any other score 
examined in this thesis; there is no part of it in which instruments are used only for their 
traditional means. For example, throughout the score there is something that I noted down 
as an airy whooshing sound or drone, like the background hum one hears in the cabin of a 
commercial airplane. Sometimes it sounds more metallic and has a high ringing that 
accompanies it, but often it does not. It is in multiple cues throughout the film, notably the 
first cue, “Creation” (timestamp – 0:58); it can also be heard just by itself, and not as part of 
a cue at all (timestamp – 76:59). It sounds like simple white noise, like a fan or a noise 
machine that eventually becomes so monotonous and ubiquitous that one can tune it out of 
one’s audio field entirely. However, all of those airy drone sounds were created by cymbals; 
during an interview Levi said that ‘cymbals are part of her character and part of her world, 
and those are the energies of her world and the warmth of her planet’ (IndieWire, 2014). 
Cymbals, as a percussive instrument, are traditionally used for rhythmic emphasis, and 
here Levi uses them so surreptitiously that they are near-impossible to notice when 
watching the film.  
A second example is her use of tremolos. Rather than using tremolos as a solid 
drone-like musical backdrop upon which other melodic ideas or instruments can stand out, 
Levi puts tremolos front and centre of multiple cues, such as “Creation” and “Meat to 
Maths” (timestamp – 35:08). In these cues, the tremolos are not in unison but rather in 
microtonal clusters that create the effect of an ‘insectile … locust plague’, which Levi likens 
to a ‘beehive’ (Pitchfork, 2014). By using ‘a lot of harmonics and distortions of speed’ 
(IndieWire, 2014), this swarm of noise forms a ‘hazy nexus between digitally processed and 
live sound’ (Pitchfork, 2014) for which Levi was aiming – creating music that, like the main 
character in the film, is unnerving in its quasi-reality.  
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 However, as mentioned previously, the signature musical characteristics of Levi’s 
works are pitch bends, glissandos, and microtonality. She has distinguished herself in the 
world of film music as someone who does not work within the traditional confines of the 
twelve tones of Western Music. As she told BFI.org (2014), ‘instead of the twelve tones we’re 
used to, [my music is] wavering in between them, and [using] the clashes that they create’ 
to make music that sounds almost real, but also somehow unnatural. As noted above with 
her combinational use of digital and live sound, Levi’s music in Under the Skin is situated 
in a quasi-reality – something akin to Sobchack’s (2004, 258) concept of the ‘irreal’ – 
hovering between the natural and the mechanical, the human and the inhuman. Through 
her use of microtonality, chords are heard slightly out of tune – not enough for the average 
filmgoer to consciously take notice, but enough to produce a different sound. To Levi, 
microtonality ‘can be more expressive because it’s not precise and accurate’, as well as ‘more 
uncontrolled because it sounds like a lot of people playing, instead of just one’ (BFI.org, 
2014).  
An example of her microtonal work can be heard in the cue “Drift” (timestamp – 
39:19), in which two violas (most likely Levi recording each herself and layering them 
together) produces notes that slide between the tones of B♭5 and B♮5 using either glissando, 
pitch bend, or some combination of the two. The two violas are almost in sync, yet they are 
carefully kept just a microtone apart. The separation of the two notes, although not enough 
to make a difference in notation, creates a physical disruption in the filmgoer, a 
‘psychological phenomenon of “beating” manifested in the cochlea’ (Chattah, 2015, 82). Just 
as a dissonant interval, such as a tritone, would do to the human ear, the microtonal 
dissonance created by the two violas physically pains the filmgoer – ‘the presence of beating 
(or roughness) when hearing two dissonant pitches triggers spectral masking, hinders our 
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ability to discern individual stimuli, and in turn creates a feeling of irritation’ (Huron, 312, 
quoted in Chattah, 2015, 87). However, as the notes are close enough to sound the same, 
and the dissonance ‘hinders our ability to discern individual stimuli’, the filmgoer is not 
only irritated but also confused that two acoustic instruments playing ostensibly the ‘same’ 
note could cause such irritation. Levi points out that ‘it sounds like unison’, but 
simultaneously is ‘meant to sound uncomfortable’ (BFI.org, 2014).  
Microtonality is also found in the cue “Bedroom” (timestamp – 1:13:38), which 
consists of cellos playing a Cmaj (C3-G3-C4) chord that swells and recedes every few seconds. 
The notes of the chord, and particularly the middle G, oscillate slowly in and out of tune. 
There is no ‘beating’ or irritation that accompanies the microtonal movements – instead the 
combination of the slow swells and swaying pitches creates the sensation that the music is 
breathing, that there is ‘something quite human about it’ (BFI.org, 2014). 
Filmgoers leaving the theatre may well remember the three-note glissando string 
motif that recurs seven times throughout the film, including all three of the ‘void’ 
sequences, when the alien seduces and captures the men she has been pursuing. The cues 
for these sequences are “Lips to Void” (timestamp – 11:08), “Andrew Void” (timestamp – 
32:20), and “Lonely Void” (timestamp – 53:54). The motif does not use the same notes every 
time, but it does follow an intervallic and rhythmic pattern. It starts on a single pitch, 
bends upward to the minor second interval, and then glissandos up to the perfect-5th. For 
example, in the cue “Andrew Void”, the motif starts on a G♯5 – thus, the notes of the motif 
are G♯5-A5-D♯6. The tempo of the motif is also unfixed. Sometimes it is fast, as in the first 
“void” sequence (timestamp – 19:03), in which the tempo is about 108 BPM; in contrast, the 
tempo of the third “void” sequence (timestamp – 55:32) is much slower, around 70 BPM. 
The three notes typically have the same rhythm each time – with regards to the tempo of 
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the individual cue, they are three straight eighth notes, played over percussive 
instruments, such as a woodblock or floor drum, keeping time on the half note: 
 
Example 6.3  
While the motif varies in terms of pitch, length of the final note, and tempo, it is always 
played by violas, it is always scratchy, breathy, and high-pitched, and it is always very 
dissonant, making it memorable and easy for the audience to recognise as a repeated motif. 
 
Misempathy for the Alien in Under the Skin 
 
In the three Reznor and Ross films, Filminimalism was used to reflect the indifference of 
the environment to the plights and situations of the main characters. In The Social 
Network, this environment was mechanical, as the film focused on the disinterest of 
machines and computers to the humans with whom they interact. In The Girl with the 
Dragon Tattoo, this environment was natural, and the music reflected the cold, unforgiving 
landscape of Sweden in the winter. In Gone Girl, this environment was the media that we, 
as a society, surround ourselves with at all times, and a reflection on the manipulation of 
the truth by those in media and on television. However, in Under the Skin, the reverse is 
true; rather than the environment being apathetic towards the main character, the main 
character is apathetic towards its environment. The music mis-empathises with the alien 
and reflects how it perceives and interacts with a world towards which it is completely 
indifferent. As sound designer Johnnie Burn pointed out, the music ‘put[s] ourselves in her 
shoes … we were trying to see how you would experience the world when hearing it for the 
first time’ (Hough, 2016, 378). 
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 In Rebecca Eaton’s dissertation about the use of Minimalism in film, she (2008, 
abstract) links the usage of the style to three things – dystopia, the mathematical mind, 
and the Other. She writes that ‘entire musical styles outside the late-Romantic norm of the 
classical Hollywood film score can be employed to signify alien-ness – one that is not simply 
non-Western or exotic, but altogether inhuman’ (ibid., 96). Filminimalism in this film has 
followed in its predecessors’ footsteps, signifying the Other in the guise of an uncaring 
alien. As Levi points out, ‘she’s just doing her job, from my perspective. She’s hungry. She’s 
after something. She’s got a craving of sorts’ (IndieWire, 2014). Throughout the void 
sequences, in which the men she seduces are swallowed up by a pool of black liquid and 
essentially killed, she is completely blank-faced. She is methodical, and failures and 
successes are met by the same cold indifference. The score mimics this indifference; it 
provides a musical lens through which the filmgoer can experience the alien’s perspective. 
Although it walks and talks like a woman, Johansson’s alien character is as inhuman as 
the wind and snow in The Girl with the Dragon Tattoo, or the computers and internet in 
The Social Network. Therefore, the music depicting the alien’s thought processes would be 
as misempathetic to the situations of the human characters as the score for those films. The 
alien literally does not have the capacity to understand humanity or its emotions, so it does 
not care about them.  
 The music in the film is expressive of the alien’s thoughts towards the human 
characters and, thus, the filmgoer, in two ways. The first feature the music uses is that it 
often creates sounds one would hear in nature, such as water or wind or insectile buzzing. 
Just as the wind, or a flowing river, or a swarm of bees, cannot and does not feel 
compassion for anything, the score reproduces that indifference by reproducing their 
sounds. This can be seen in the opening scene and the beach scene. The second 
misempathetic feature of the music is the main theme: it is relaxed, tranquil, and the most 
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unique and lyrical aspect of the score, yet is mainly played over the most disturbing scenes 
in the film, such as the void sequences and the beach scene. 
 
Creation and Beach Sequences – Close Readings  
 
This section will explore via close reading the opening scene and the beach scene, because 
they combine to provide a thorough analysis of the two misempathetic features of the score.  
 
Opening Sequence 
The cue for the opening sequence is titled “Creation”, and it plays from 0:58 (after the 
production logos and title sequence) to 6:25, for a total of 5 minutes and 27 seconds. When 
the music comes in at 0:58, the screen is completely black until 1:12. Until the title card at 
4:06,8 the visuals come not from within the narrative, but rather act as a visual 
introduction to the thematic framework of the film – that of creation, and specifically the 
creation of the organic from the inorganic. At 1:12, there is the first hint of visuals – a small 
white dot against a fully black screen,9 which expands slowly before cutting to a larger 
white circle, which then gives way to an artificial solar system. There is then a sharp cut to 
an artificial eye (small black lens within a larger grey circle within a frame of white) which 
slowly expands again and cuts to a close-up of a real human eye; it is only after this image 
that Glazer puts the title card and starts the visual narrative of the story. Besides the 
music, starting at 2:40 one can hear what sounds like random syllables, indicative of the 
alien learning to speak (although this interpretation can only be imposed retroactively, as it 
 
8 In this instance I am referring to the title of the film being placed in its own frame as text, rather than the traditional 
usage of narrative textual/dialogue intertitles. See Appendix XIII. 
9 See Appendix XIII for a complete list of images. 
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is not explicit during the sequence and the filmgoer does not have enough information to 
infer this meaning until a few minutes later).  
 The music throughout this sequence also can be seen through this framework of 
creation, and the formation of the organic from the inorganic. The two most prominent 
sounds in the cue – in fact the only two that are noticeable at all – are an airy, wind-like 
drone sound, created from electronically manipulating a cymbal, and a large number of 
viola tremolos that sound like a plague of buzzing insects. The sounds of the wind blowing 
and insects buzzing are two of the most pervasive sounds in nature – ubiquitous enough 
that the assumption can be made that every single audience member would have heard 
both of those sounds many times over throughout their life, so they would be quick to 
retrieve information about both from their long-term memory (level E of the Congruence-
Association Model) and recognise them almost immediately.  
However, just as with the visuals, the music is clearly an unnatural imitation of 
natural phenomena. While wind in nature varies in pitch and intensity (whether it 
fluctuates in short intervals or larger ones, the speed, direction, and strength of wind are 
almost never uniform for a long period of time), the wind-like drone sound created by the 
cymbals is uniform in its frequency spectrum throughout the duration of the cue. The 
frequency spectrum of the drone is primarily focused on the high-pitched end, creating a 
tinny, metallic sound that natural wind does not have. The viola tremolos are more 
noticeably musical instruments – in fact, while they closely resemble the buzzing of insects, 
they were never created to perfectly imitate the sound but rather remind filmgoers of it. As 
mentioned above, Levi states the music is ‘like a beehive’ (Pitchfork, 2014). Thus, while the 
wind-like drone is more of an attempt to recreate a natural sound, the string tremolos were 
intended to merely imitate and remind. However, regardless of the intention, both sounds 
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take on more than their musical attributes to become the sonic representation of the alien – 
an organic, natural entity created by and from inorganic materials.  
 Neither the wind nor a ‘locust plague’ of insects are empathetic to the lives of the 
humans they encounter. The wind will not change direction or strength to help a sailor or a 
cyclist, nor will it change to hinder them either. It simply continues unabated until the air 
pressure in that location reaches equilibrium. A swarm of insects will not leave someone 
alone simply because he or she is annoyed, nor will a fly listen to the pleas of a home-
dweller trying to get it to fly outside. In level E of the CAM, expectation of how a story will 
unfold is indelibly linked to long-term memory, and Levi uses that link to her advantage 
here. Every person in the audience would have experience with wind and insects, and they 
would also know, both innately and consciously, that wind and insects are not affected at 
all by the people with whom they interact. Therefore, the filmgoer would, within the first 
few minutes of the film, have a sense that the narrative and the music are not going to be 
empathetic to them or the human characters in the film. The mechanical reproduction of 
these natural phenomena adds another layer to the misempathy displayed by the music as 
well. The music of this cue combines the misempathetic nature of electronics and machines, 
as described in The Social Network, with the misempathy of nature that was detailed in 
The Girl with the Dragon Tattoo. This combination is then personified in the alien creature. 
Johansson’s character is first seen at 6:25, exactly when the “Creation” cue ends. The 
timing and mechanised nature of both the music and the alien show that the ‘creation’ 
portrayed in the music is that of none other than the alien itself – a personification and 
culmination of the music which precedes it.  
 The music in this cue is congruous on a thematic level with the theme the alien 
represents – it reflects the combination of the mechanical and the natural, the construction 
of the latter from the former, and the disinterest with which the alien regards humanity. 
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The music and visuals are congruous on the Memory and Expectations level (E) and the 
Working Narrative level (C) of the CAM. However, on levels A and B, which are more 
interested in surface-level interactions between the visual and audio components of the 
film, the two are incongruent. The visuals are clean and clear. When the image does move, 
the motions are always steady and in control and very slow: e.g. the slow expansion of the 
small white dot at 1:12, or the slow rotation of the solar system at 2:25, or the slow growth 
of the fake and real eyes at 3:10 and 3:50, respectively. There is a lot of blank space, and 
the images are all precisely defined against that space. Incongruently, the music is none of 
those things. It is messy, and it is constantly changing – it starts soft and continually grows 
louder, unchecked. There are no clear delineations between the different instruments or 
ideas within the music. Instead, they overlap each other and interact. Whereas the visuals 
are static in that they are fixed and rigid, the music is more closely related to the static one 
hears from a dead telephone line. The visuals are intended to be pleasant and interesting to 
look at, while the music accompanying them is intended to be unpleasant and assaulting to 
the senses.  
This close reading of the “Creation” cue illustrates how Levi communicates that the 
music is misempathetic from the very beginning of the film. The score is a mechanical 
representation, and reproduction, of natural phenomena, neither of which bend to the wills 
or whims of human beings, and could sometimes be perceived as unfriendly or even hostile. 
In its disorder, it is also sonically incongruent with the orderly and clean visuals. All of the 
eye-centric imagery also points to the alien – and the music which relates to the world 
through her point-of-view – being indifferent to humanity and the people with whom she 
interacts. The next cue will take this concept one step further, as the music is expressive of 
the alien’s indifference to a scene in which multiple people die.  
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Beach Sequence 
The second close reading for Under the Skin is a scene that takes place on a secluded beach 
near Glasgow (timestamp – 21:35-27:03). In this scene, the alien is talking to a swimmer 
from the Czech Republic (attempting to lure him back to her ‘void’ place) when the two see 
a husband and wife swimming out to sea trying to rescue their dog who has been swept 
away by the current. The swimmer then rushes over to attempt to save them, but the 
husband and wife drown, and the surfer washes ashore on the beach alive but exhausted. 
The alien then grabs a rock and smashes it down on his head, killing him, and drags his 
body the length of the beach to her van. All the while the couple’s infant child is left alone, 
crying and screaming on the beach.  
This sequence shows the alien at its most unfeeling. When the swimmer sees the 
couple struggling in the water, he immediately runs over and swims out to help them. All 
three then struggle in the water, until only the swimmer is left and washes up on the shore. 
The alien, in contrast, has been watching the entire sequence with a completely neutral 
expression. She shows no care for the well-being or the lives of the human characters – in 
fact, the one human that does survive she actively kills. She only becomes interested in the 
events when she sees the swimmer, whom she had first tried to lure back to her van, back 
on shore. If he had died at sea, she would have immediately turned around and walked 
back to her van and driven away. However, although her apathy and actions in this scene 
can be seen as heinous and amoral, it is also clear that she is not driven by any evil or 
malicious thought process. She does not go out of her way to help anyone, but also neither 
does she harm anyone she does not need to. If either the husband or wife had washed up 
alive on shore, she would not have killed them and dragged them back because they were 
not the one she was after. Likewise, she neither comforts nor harms the child, but ignores it 
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entirely. Just as in the creation sequence above, she is akin more to a force of nature than a 
human. 
There is very little music in this scene. From 21:35, when the alien first arrives at 
the beach, to 23:31, when the swimmer notices the family in trouble, there is no music at 
all. The only background score from 23:31 to 24:38 is a soft modified-cymbal drone that 
blends in with the sound of the wind and the waves on the shore, and it is another full 
minute – until 25:37 – before the viola glissando motif is introduced. The motif plays for 
less than a minute before cutting off suddenly at 26:29, when the alien starts dragging the 
body along the beach while the child cries in the background.  
 Throughout this scene, the alien acts and reacts incongruently to how a normal 
person would presumably act and react in the same situation. Thus, as the music 
misempathetically parallels the alien’s emotional state, and its unconcern with the 
characters and their life-threatening situation, it also acts incongruently to the visual 
narrative of the scene. For example, until the 25:37 mark, when the viola motif starts, there 
are no melodic or harmonic parameters in the score. In fact, there are no pitched tones of 
any kind. Just like the “With the Flies” cue that accompanies the sexual assault scenes in 
The Girl with the Dragon Tattoo, the music for the beach scene does not convey 
incongruence by representing a different emotion than that of the visuals, but instead is 
incongruent by showing no emotion whatsoever. The lack of pitched intervals, harmonies, 
melodies, or notes is a decision made to aurally reflect the lack of any emotions within the 
alien. The very concept of emotions and feelings is as foreign to the alien as the concept of 
pitched notation is to an unpitched instrument.  
 However, the absence of pitched instrumentation does not necessarily result in the 
absence of emotional meaning. For example, the film Birdman or (The Unexpected Virtue of 
Ignorance) (dir. Alejandro G. Iñárritu, 2014) has a score by Antonio Sanchez that is entirely 
261 
 
composed using, and performed on, a drum set, with no pitched instruments at all, yet it 
conveys emotional meaning remarkably well. For example, when the main character, 
Riggan (Michael Keaton), is anxious or upset, the drum score becomes faster and more 
chaotic. That is not the case for Levi’s score in this scene. The only percussive aspect of the 
score fades in not during the chaotic, intense scene in which all three people are battling 
the waves and trying to stay alive, but directly afterwards, at 25:13. It is at this point that 
the scene slows down – the camera lingers on each shot for longer, the main figure in the 
scene (the alien) walks towards the swimmer calmly and slowly, and even the waves 
become quieter and less threatening.  
Levi and Glazer make it clear to the audience in this instance that the music will 
quite literally be used to the opposite effect of what the filmgoer expects of the narrative 
through their knowledge of cinematic syntax or their long-term Memory in Level E. In their 
minds, it would make more sense for the percussion to be like it is in Birdman – to increase 
and decrease in intensity with respect to the visuals. The visual surfaces of the scene in 
which all three people are drowning are dynamic and kinetic; the editing becomes quicker 
and the motion within the frame becomes larger and more dramatic as they get closer to 
drowning. Thus, the musical surfaces of the scene are incongruently understated, 
consisting of the cymbal drone noise, a low-frequency, and a singular, quiet, electronic tone. 
The score then becomes overstated when the visuals return to a more subdued feel. The 
former acts as a seesaw opposite the latter – when one goes down, the other goes up, 
showing that the music is misempathetic to the plight of the dying swimmer by being – like 
the alien – actively opposed to his survival.  
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6.3: Conclusion 
 
This chapter has analysed the film music of Mica Levi – whose work is distinguished by her 
use of glissando, pitch bends, and microtonality – through the two very different lenses of 
Embodied Simulation and the Congruent-Association Model. By viewing a unique style of 
music through two different Filminimal lenses, this chapter has shown that Filminimalism 
communicates affective meaning not only within one framework or another with mutual 
exclusivity, but that it can be analysed within multiple frameworks. The close reading for 
Jackie presented yet another emotional state – in addition to the fear felt in Sicario and the 
wonderment felt in Arrival – for the filmgoer to feel into: that of grief and shock. 
Additionally, rather than the traditional use of music to support the film narrative’s 
empathetic, or misempathetic, perspective of the main character, the close readings for 
Under the Skin signified the opposite, illustrating how music can express the main 
character’s perspective of the filmic narrative. 
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Chapter Seven: Conclusion 
 
In the past few decades, a new film music practice has emerged, to which I have given the 
label Filminimalism. This thesis has examined this new practice through the lenses of 
historical, cultural, musical, and theoretical analysis, in an effort to provide a sufficient 
analytical foundation upon which future scholars can build. To do so, I have combined ideas 
from numerous sources, each with their own novel contributions to the field of film music 
literature. For example, Frank Lehman (2018, 18) first established what a ‘film music 
practice’ is, the meaning of which I have used throughout this thesis to provide depth and 
rigor to my own definition of Filminimalism. It is from Lehman’s term practice that I 
developed the four lenses mentioned above, and the entire structure for this thesis: the 
‘collection of customs’ became chapter three’s musical analysis, the ‘associations that enable 
the telling of properly behaved stories’ became the theoretical analysis of chapters four 
through six, and the ‘circumstances of production’ became the historical and cultural lenses 
of chapter two. 
Vasco Hexel, with a novel contribution of his own, established that there was a 
statistically significant shift in the film music landscape, one that grew to prioritise 
atmosphere and ambient sounds over traditional melodic and harmonic structures. He then 
used this data to critically engage with the ‘contextual agents’ that affect a Hollywood 
composer’s work output, and thus focused on the cultural, technological, and historical 
milieu from which this music emerges. I have taken this idea further, additionally 
answering the question of ‘what is the music that emerges from this background?’ and 
examining how it communicates meaning and emotion to the filmgoer. 
 Scholars such as Johnson, Mertens, and Potter, among others, have defined and 
examined both the music style and historical significance of Minimalism as a genre, as well 
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as the evolution of Postminimalism, while Eaton and Siôn have explored how it has been 
used in film music. This has all provided a solid foundation from which I could more 
effectively define the music of Filminimalism, as well as its presence in films. Gorbman, 
Copland, and Heldt, among others, have analysed the many ways in which film music can 
communicate to a filmgoer, of which Filminimalism’s emotional signification plays an 
integral role. Ward and Chattah, in addition to others such as Gallese and Tikka, have 
established Embodied Simulation and ‘feeling of body’ as frameworks through which to 
view how music, film, and sound can act upon a filmgoer; I have used these frameworks, as 
well as the BRECVEMA method contributed by Juslin and Västfjäll, to analyse how 
Filminimal music can make a filmgoer an Involuntary Participant in the protagonist’s 
narrative. Chion, Ireland, and Cohen have each provided a crucial theory (Anempathy, 
Incongruity, and the CAM, respectively), which I have combined to substantiate the novel 
concept of Misempathy, and how Filminimal music can appear incongruent with the visual 
narrative it accompanies.  
 This thesis could not have been completed without utilising and building upon these 
previous concepts, frameworks, and models from the above sources, among others. I have 
combined pieces from all of them to create this current thesis about a contemporary film 
music practice. Just as other scholars have done regarding the music of Golden Era 
Hollywood, or the Popular music soundtrack, my goal for this thesis has been to provide an 
in-depth analysis of a previously unexamined subgenre of film music that can be drawn 
upon as needed, and adding the term Filminimalism, as well as the style of music it 
encompasses, to the academic lexicon.  
The first two lenses I used to frame my research were those of historical and 
cultural analysis. Chapter two consisted of a detailed historical and cultural review 
chronicling the predecessors and influences of Filminimalism. It started in the 1960s with 
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the birth of Minimalism as a visual and musical art form, and progressed through the 
1970s and 1980s, which brought changing demographics, business practices, technologies, 
and influential artists, into the 21st Century, with the advent of the digital age and the 
interconnectedness of the human population on a global scale.  
Chapter three explored the musical style of Filminimalism. It began with a 
discussion of the terms often used to define and describe film music, such as era, genre, and 
style, finally stating that Filminimalism can best be described as a contemporary practice of 
film music. It then listed and examined the formal stylistic traits and characteristics of the 
music itself – most notably, secondary parameters are used to greater syntactic and 
semiotic effect than is typical for film music, and primary parameters are sidelined. The 
chapter then ended with a list of films and composers that can be conscripted under the 
Filminimalism generic umbrella.  
Chapter four, the beginning of the theoretical analysis section of my thesis, detailed 
the Embodied Simulation framework and the BRECVEMA method. This method acts as a 
model through which to posit a theory that the film scores of Johann Johannsson affected 
filmgoers not through their conscious experience of the film – what Cohen would title the 
Working Narrative – but rather through their bodily experience, skipping the mediation of 
consciousness altogether. This worked because the music used in Sicario and Arrival 
communicated ‘feeling of body’ to the filmgoer via the earliest-evolved first five mechanisms 
in the BRECVEMA, and using the other three learned mechanisms as misdirection and a 
way to turn the filmgoer’s expectation against them.  
Chapter five used the same format as chapter four, beginning with a framework and 
a model through which I structure my arguments, and then examining the properties of the 
score of entire films as well as specific scenes. Extrapolating from Chion’s concept of 
Anempathy, I introduced the term Misempathy as a way of defining how nondiegetic music 
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in the scores of Trent Reznor and Atticus Ross forms an affective bond with antagonistic 
characters and settings and communicates those emotions to the filmgoer. Combining this 
idea with Ireland’s concept of Multimedia Incongruence, this chapter posited that this 
music and the visuals in the films The Social Network, The Girl with the Dragon Tattoo, 
and Gone Girl, can and do communicate opposite emotional meanings, leading to an 
apathetic – yet still intimate – relationship. The model I used to construct my arguments is 
Cohen’s Congruence-Association Model, which analyses the relationship of film and music 
from their filmic origins as visual and musical surfaces, through their interaction with the 
filmgoer, and finally into the Working Narrative of the filmgoer’s conscious experience of 
the film. Because the emergent properties of Reznor and Ross’s music proceed 
incongruently to the visuals, the filmgoer’s Visual Meaning and Working Narrative are 
affected in an unusual way, physically affecting the audience and creating more striking 
and memorable scenes and films.  
Lastly, chapter six, in order to demonstrate both the ubiquity of the two theoretical 
analyses, as well as the uniformity of the meaning communicated through Filminimal 
Music, used both of these frameworks to examine the works of Mica Levi. This was 
achieved by applying the BRECVEMA method to demonstrate how the filmgoers ‘feel into’ 
Jackie Kennedy and simulate her emotions in the film Jackie, and applying the CAM to 
show how the music misempathetically reflects the alien’s lack of human connection in 
Under the Skin.  
The impact of this thesis is potentially far-reaching. It is one of the first studies to 
explore a film music practice that dates primarily from the 21st century, and particularly 
from the internet age. It is also one of the first works on film music in which the music is 
not able to be traditionally notated; my analysis methods do not primarily rely on written 
music. I have also added terminology that can be subsequently used by others. The term 
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Filminimalism is distinct and memorable enough to enter the lexical canon and become a 
staple word used to describe this style of film music. Misempathy is another term that could 
have wide-reaching significance, as it provides a third method through which music can 
communicate emotion to a filmgoer, and can stand beside empathetic and anempathetic 
music. Involuntary Participation, while not a completely novel concept, is nonetheless a 
concept new to film music, and can help future scholars understand how a filmgoer 
experiences his or her emotions throughout a film.  
I have also developed and adapted the models and frameworks I used to define and 
analyse Filminimalism. For example, Filminimalism is the first film music practice to be 
defined predominantly around its ability to create and govern musical grammar almost 
exclusively through the use of secondary parameters. Because of its reliance on secondary 
parameters for the creation of syntax and meaning, Filminimalism therefore applies the 
BRECVEMA and CAM models differently than previous music. Filminimal music only uses 
the first five mechanisms listed in BRECVEMA – B, R, E, C, V – to induce emotions in the 
filmgoer, and uses the final three to confound the filmgoer, turning cinematic, cultural, and 
musical codes, and one’s learned expectations, against them. This also affects the CAM, as 
the incongruence created by the Misempathetic music creates a much stronger link between 
the Musical Structure and the Visual Structure and Meaning triangles. Also, the lack of 
primary parameters creates a much weaker link between the Musical Meaning triangle and 
the Working Narrative, as there are fewer culturally-ingrained cues for the filmgoer to 
notice and generate meaning from. 
As with all research, however, this thesis also comes with limitations. For instance, I 
intended to present Filminimalism in a legitimising light, so it could then stand up to the 
level of scrutiny given to previous novel contributions to this field. To do so, I assessed it 
through preexisting frameworks and used preexisting methods and models, such as 
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Embodied Cognition and Multimedia Incongruency. However, this begs the question as to 
why I did not – or could not – develop a new framework or model to analyse a new category 
of music, following those such as Cohen with her CAM and Juslin and Västfjäll’s concept of 
‘underlying mechanisms’. Although I did use Filminimalism to update and revise said 
models, the music presented in this thesis certainly could use its own, entirely new 
analytical method, as its reliance on secondary parameters and lack of variation within 
primary parameters make it hard for cue sheets or other standard musicological methods to 
best depict its affective significance. I believe my thesis has provided all of the sufficient 
groundwork for scholars to draw upon in creating a new framework, but this is a thesis-
length undertaking in and of itself, and would have been too much to include here.  
It is also possible that the scope of this thesis is too narrow and too contemporary. I 
have posited multiple times throughout this thesis that Filminimalism is an ultra-
contemporary phenomenon and would not exist in its current form without recent 
technological and cultural innovations; exploring this phenomenon whilst living through it 
– and not knowing how it will change even by the end of this decade – could be too soon. 
Drastic changes within the film music scene over the next few years, although improbable, 
might render this dissertation obsolete. As I mentioned in the introductory chapter, this 
could be the principle reason the majority of scholars wait a decade or so before critically 
reacting to new works; time affords one a different, potentially more elucidating 
perspective. However, I again propose that my thesis provides a well-built foundation upon 
which others can attempt to combat these potential limitations. 
Through the use of all four analytical methods, this thesis can provide considerable 
help to future scholars. The historical and cultural sections can aid scholars looking to 
create a comprehensive timeline of the history of film music, its practitioners and 
influences, and specifically when and how it changed in the late 20th and early 21st 
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centuries. My work presented here is one of the earliest forays into the decade of the 2010s 
and the historical precedence it established, as well as the cultural zeitgeist it revealed; 
scholars who wish to posit theories to answer questions such as ‘where film music will go 
from here’ or ‘does Filminimalism signal a shifting direction or simply a widening of the 
path’ will find this section useful. Others who wish to focus on a more musical approach 
would gain from this thesis an insight into the aesthetic and syntactic features that defined 
the musical style of the 2010s, how these features developed, who were the composers that 
pioneered this work, and what films showcased it. Others still who are interested in 
applying different theoretical models and frameworks in unique and unprecedented ways, 
or perhaps even seeking to create a new theoretical framework or model to better critically 
analyse Filminimalism, might look to question how this music functions and communicates 
differently than previous practices, as well as what other schools of academia can be 
applied to this music; this might include mathematical/scientific applications of sound 
technology as music scoring becomes closer and closer to sound design, or perhaps a 
sociological look at the variety of composers’ musical backgrounds before starting in the 
film scoring industry. 
Any of these potential scholars would certainly benefit from the work presented 
above. As it was with Smith’s analysis of Popular soundtracks and Kalinak’s analysis of 
classical Hollywood scoring, or Lehman with chromaticism and pantriadicism in 
contemporary scores, academics in future years can use my work as a jumping-off point, to 
which they can then add their own findings, or use an alternate lens through which to 
demonstrate their arguments and hypotheses.  
This thesis began with the impulse to find out why the scores for contemporary films 
sound and feel different to those of films I grew up watching. As an avid filmgoer and a 
composer of film music myself, I was instantly curious and excited to research this topic. 
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That research then brought me to the concept of Filminimalism, which I have developed 
and examined through many different lenses and within multiple different contexts. 
Without the historical influences of composers such as Philip Glass and Vangelis, or 
practitioners of other professions, such as sound designer Walter Murch or director David 
Fincher, this style of music would not exist as it does today. Advancements in technology, 
evolving business models, and changing demographics of filmgoers and composers have 
together formed the cultural platform that has enabled this musical practice to flourish. I 
believe Filminimalism is here to stay and will coexist in the years to come with the 
Classical score, Popular music score, and Soundtrack score, hopefully shaping each of these 
practices in turn.  
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**Note: Due to usage of content that is not possible to represent in Western sheet music, 
any film score notations (Appendices V, X, and XIV) are only approximate, not exact 
representations** 
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Appendix I – Congruence-Association Model 
 
Annabel J. Cohen, 2013 
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Appendix II – Hexel Survey: Graphical Representations 
 
Graphs taken from Understanding Contextual Agents and Their Impact on Recent Hollywood Film Music 
Practice, Vasco Hexel, PhD; 2014; ps. 9-11 
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Appendix III – Dances with Wolves Cue Sheet 
 
Taken from Film Music and Film Genre, Mark Brownrigg; 2003; pp. 251 
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Appendix IV – Table of Composers, ranked by number of films scored 
 
Chart taken from Understanding Contextual Agents and Their Impact on Recent Hollywood 
Film Music Practice, Vasco Hexel, PhD; 2014; pp. 25 
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Appendix V – Notations of Music in Chapter Four 
 
Sicario 
 
 
The string bass motif and percussive rhythm from the cue “The Beast” 
 
Arrival 
 
 
Notation of voice pattern in the cue “Arrival” 
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Appendix VI – Juslin’s (2013) Table of Underlying Mechanisms 
 
 
 
Taken from p. 243, “From Everyday Emotions to Aesthetic Emotions”, Juslin, 2013 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
278 
 
Appendix VII – Cue Sheet from Unheard Melodies  
 
Taken from p. 122 of Unheard Melodies, cue sheet analysis of the film Zéro de Conduite 
(dir. Jean Vigo, 1933, music by Maurice Jaubert) 
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Appendix VIII – Screenshots of Films in Chapter Four 
 
Sicario 
 
 
(Kate in darkness at 1:34) 
 
(Kate in light at 1:37) 
 
280 
 
 
Landscape shots during the cue “The Beast” 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
281 
 
Arrival 
 
 
POV shot, 17:24 
 
 
One-take shot, 18:09 
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Appendix IX – Links to the clips on Vimeo (Password: Filminimalism) 
 
 
1. Sicario – House Raid scene (timestamp – 0:59) 
URL: vimeo.com/290437979 
 
2. Sicario – “The Beast” scene (timestamp – 24:00) 
URL: vimeo.com/254833390 
 
3. Arrival – “Arrival” scene (timestamp – 17:32) 
URL: vimeo.com/290460525 
 
4. Arrival – ‘The Encounter’ scene (timestamp – 28:04) 
URL: vimeo.com/254832248  
 
5. The Social Network – FaceMash scene (timestamp – 9:12) 
URL: vimeo.com/290455334 
 
6. SoundWorks Collection: The Sound and Music of The Girl with the Dragon Tattoo 
URL: vimeo.com/33682539 
 
7. The Girl with the Dragon Tattoo – Assault scenes (timestamps – 44:27, 52:32) 
URLs: vimeo.com/290453420 --- vimeo.com/290454141 
 
8. The Girl with the Dragon Tattoo – Torture scene with “Orinoco Flow” (timestamp – 
2:04:03) 
URL: vimeo.com/290454575 
 
9. Jackie – “Intro” scene (timestamp – 1:24) 
This film clip could not be uploaded to Vimeo; however, it is on UK Netflix (access date: 
6.12.19). The timings on Netflix are different to the Amazon Prime version (which is the 
version I used) – thus, this scene starts at 1:41 on Netflix (or when the countdown timer on 
the bottom right reads 1:38:26) 
 
10. Under the Skin – Creation sequence (timestamp – 1:00) 
URL: vimeo.com/290459328 
 
11. Under the skin – Beach scene – (timestamp – 22:47) 
URL: vimeo.com/290461468 
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Appendix X – Notations of Music in Chapter Five  
 
The Social Network 
 
 
Structure of the cue “In Motion” – each successive section is layered on the previous ones  
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The Girl with the Dragon Tattoo 
 
 
[A] section of “Orinoco Flow” by Enya 
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[B] section of “Orinoco Flow” 
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Gone Girl 
 
 
Structure of the cue “Sugar Storm” when used in four different scenes in the film: 
1. Starts with [1] then adds [2] quickly, but only adds [3] 1:30 into the cue (timestamp 
– 4:50) and [4], softly, over a minute later (timestamp – 6:10). Mostly [1] and [2]. 
a. Length of cue: 3:32 (timestamp – 3:26-6:58) 
2. Starts with [1], [3], and [4] all equal volume (no [2]); then [1] and [3] quickly fade 
out and [2] fades in quietly, leaving [4] as the primary section.  
a. Length of cue: 1:13 (timestamp – 1:18:31-1:19:44) 
3. Starts with [1] and [2] only, then adds [3] for second repetition, then ends.  
a. Length of cue: 0:37 (timestamp – 2:05:55-2:06:32) 
4. Starts with [1] for three repetitions, then adds [2] for three repetitions, then adds 
[3] 1:40 into the cue (timestamp – 2:19:14), and [4] :30 seconds later, all four 
sections are then heard until the end of the cue 
a. Length of cue: 3:28 (timestamp – 2:17:35-2:21:03) 
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Appendix XI – Screenshots of Films in Chapter Five 
 
The Social Network 
 
 
 
 
The triptych of scenes over which the cue “Hand Covers Bruise” plays  
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The Girl with the Dragon Tattoo 
 
 
Bjurman’s office 
 
 
Bjurman’s home 
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Martin’s basement 
 
 
Martin hears the wind coming in through the crack in the door 
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Gone Girl 
 
 
 
 
 
The four scenes in which the cue “Sugar Storm” plays 
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Appendix XII – Freytag’s Pyramid  
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Appendix XIII – Screenshots of Films in Chapter Six 
 
 
Jackie 
 
 
 
 
The three scenes that are accompanied by the “Intro” cue motif (the first scene starts as a 
black screen before cutting to a closeup of Jackie by the lake) 
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Under the Skin  
 
 
Title card 
 
 
 
The use of eye imagery in the “Creation” sequence  
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Appendix XIV – Notations of Music in Chapter Six  
 
Jackie 
 
 
Approximate notation of “Intro” cue  
 
 
 
 
 
Under the Skin 
 
 
 
Approximate notation of Viola and percussion in the “Andrew Void” cue 
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Glossary of Terms 
 
 
 
This glossary details the working definitions of specific terms in this thesis. 
 
Affect: An umbrella term that covers all evaluative – or valenced (i.e., positive/negative) – 
states such as emotion, mood, and preference. 
 
Anempathy: The effect of a diegetic music cue’s (or sound’s) ostensible indifference to the 
pathetic or tragic quality of the scene in which it occurs. 
 
Arousal: Activation of the autonomic nervous system (ANS). Physiological arousal is one of 
the components of an emotional response but can also occur in the absence of emotions (e.g., 
during exercise). 
 
Association: Linked with the meaning visual and aural media convey, it focuses on how the 
music establishes a context for [audience] interpretation of the film. 
 
Congruence: The structural aspects of media: how patterns of information change in time 
and space (for example, rhythms of loudness and pitch, visual movement, visual intensity, 
colour, and contour). 
 
Congruence-Association Model: First developed by Annabel Cohen in 1988, it is a visual 
representation of how a filmgoer reacts to a film. 
 
Contemporary: Has occurred during the internet age of the mid-2000s to now. 
 
Embodied Simulation: The theory that humans can simulate the emotions and bodily 
sensations of others and, thus, can connect, empathise, and identify with them, as if he or 
she were performing a similar action or experiencing a similar emotion or sensation. 
 
Emotion: A relatively intense affective response that usually involves a number of sub-
components – subjective feeling, physiological arousal, expression, action tendency, and 
regulation – which are more or less synchronised. Emotions focus on specific objects, and last 
minutes to a few hours. 
 
Era: A specific period of time demarcated by deeply-rooted and pervasive institutional 
conventions. 
 
Feeling: The subjective experience of emotion (or mood). This component is commonly 
measured via self-report and reflects any or all of the other emotion components. 
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Feeling of Body: A simulation of what it feels like to be a body other than your own. 
 
Film Music: Original music that is written for a widely-released narrative film and does not 
emanate from a source within the diegesis created by that narrative. 
 
Filminimalism: A contemporary subgenre of film score that exhibits Postminimalist 
technique and style and emphasises secondary musical parameters over primary. 
 
Framework: A way of looking at a problem or a set of data, it implies the least assumptions 
and is therefore the most flexible; also called a lens. 
 
Genre: A process of categorising music by historical, cultural, and social aspects. 
 
Incongruence: The identification of a lack of shared properties in an audiovisual 
relationship. 
 
Involuntary Participation: When a filmgoer is compelled to experience the emotions of the 
characters on screen without his or her consent or conscious knowledge. 
 
Minimalism: An era of music that arose in the 1960s that has an extreme reduction of 
musical means, and/or is non-narrative and focuses on the process of its own creation, and/or 
is emotionally detached and non-representational, in which repetition features heavily. 
 
Misempathy: What occurs when a film score responds empathetically to a negative or 
antagonistic aspect of a film or scene. Rather than responding with ‘ostensible indifference’, 
as anempathy requires, misempathetic music communicates the emotion of a character, 
setting, or theme with which the audience does not want to connect nor empathise. 
 
Model: Suggests the creation of a tangible representation of a complex process … the notion 
is that if you can build something, you can understand how it works. It can lead to testable 
hypotheses, with which data can be considered to be consistent or not. 
 
Nondiegetic Music: Music perceived to be coming from a space and a source outside of the 
space-time depicted onscreen; also called Pit Music. 
 
Postminimalist Style: The Postminimalist school of composition, emphasising the 
relationships among the various composers of Postminimal music and attempting to draw 
minimalist pieces and composers together under one rubric. It consists of five characteristics 
– a continuous formal structure, a layered texture, a simplified harmonic palette, a lack of 
extended melodic lines, and repetitive rhythmic patterns. 
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Postminimalist Technique: A general reduction of material and emphasis on repetitive 
schemes and stasis, or the featuring of two or more characteristics of the Postminimalist 
Style. 
 
Practice (Film Music): A collection of customs and associations that enables the telling of 
properly behaved stories, plus the circumstances of production that standardised them. 
 
Primary Parameters: Musical Parameters that are governed by syntactic restraints and 
can, therefore, create syntax and structure within a work of music, parameters such as 
Melody, Harmony, and Rhythm. They demarcate music from the temporal production of 
sound and result from the organisation of, and interaction between, pitches and durations. 
 
Secondary Parameters: Musical Parameters that do not necessitate musical structure, 
such as instrumentation, tempo, sonority, timbre, texture, rhythmic density, pitch register, 
and dynamics. With these, a piece of music can stop (such as a decrescendo until no physical 
sound is being produced) but it cannot close. 
 
Style: The overall form, melodic content, harmonic content, texture, and rhythmic content of 
a piece of music. 
 
Surfaces: The aspects of a film that the filmgoer notices and reacts to, consciously or not. 
 
Underlying Mechanism: Any information processing that leads to the induction of 
emotions through listening to music. 
 
Working Narrative: The filmgoer’s conscious experience of the film, as he or she is 
experiencing it, continually updated by information received by the senses. 
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Filmography 
 
 
 
A list of films with scores that exhibit Filminimalist properties (in alphabetical order) 
 
 
28 Days Later… (dir. Danny Boyle, 2002, music by John Murphy) 
28 Weeks Later (dir. Juan Carlos Fresnadillo, 2007, music by John Murphy) 
Ad Astra (dir. James Grey, 2019, music by Max Richter) 
American Animals (dir. Bart Layton, 2018, music by Anne Nikitin) 
American Assassin (dir. Michael Cuesta, 2017, music by Steven Price) 
Annihilation (dir. Alex Garland, 2018, music by Ben Salisbury and Geoff Barrow) 
Arrival (dir. Denis Villeneuve, 2016, music by Johann Johannsson) 
The Assassination of Jesse James by the Coward Robert Ford (dir. Andrew Dominik, 2007, 
music by Nick Cave and Warren Ellis) 
Assault on Precinct 13 (dir. John Carpenter, 1976, music by John Carpenter) 
Attack the Block (dir. Joe Cornish, 2011, music by Basement Jaxx and Steven Price) 
Batman Begins (dir. Christopher Nolan, 2005, music by Hans Zimmer and James Newton 
Howard) 
Before the Flood (dir. Fisher Stevens, 2016, music by Gustavo Santaolalla, Trent Reznor, 
and Atticus Ross) 
Beverly Hills Cop (dir. Martin Brest, 1984, music by Harold Faltermeyer) 
Beverly Hills Cop II (dir. Tony Scott, 1987, music by Harold Faltermeyer) 
Bird Box (dir. Susanne Bier, 2018, music by Trent Reznor and Atticus Ross) 
Blackhat (dir. Michael Mann, 2015, music by Harry Gregson-Williams and Atticus Ross) 
Blade Runner (dir. Ridley Scott, 1982, music by Vangelis) 
Blade Runner 2049 (dir. Denis Villeneuve, 2017, music by Benjamin Wallfisch and Hans 
Zimmer) 
Blue Ruin (dir. Jeremy Saulnier, 2013, music by Brooke Blair and Will Blair) 
Book of Eli (dir. The Hughes Brothers, 2010, music by Atticus Ross, Leopold Ross and 
Claudia Sarne) 
Chariots of Fire (dir. Hugh Hudson, 1981, music by Vangelis) 
The Conjuring (dir. James Wan, 2013, music by Joseph Bishara) 
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The Conjuring II (dir. James Wan, 2016, music by Joseph Bishara) 
Contagion (dir. Steven Soderbergh, 2011, music by Cliff Martinez) 
The Dark Knight (dir. Christopher Nolan, 2008, music by Hans Zimmer and James Newton 
Howard) 
The Dark Knight Rises (dir. Christopher Nolan, 2012, music by Hans Zimmer) 
Dawn of the Planet of the Apes (dir. Matt Reeves, 2014, music by Michael Giacchino) 
Den of Thieves (dir. Christian Gudegast, 2018, music by Cliff Martinez) 
Drive (dir. Nicolas Winding Refn, 2011, music by Cliff Martinez) 
Dunkirk (dir. Christopher Nolan, 2017, music by Hans Zimmer) 
Escape From New York (dir. John Carpenter, 1981, music by John Carpenter and Alan 
Howarth) 
The Equalizer (dir. Antoine Fuqua, 2014, music by Harry Gregson-Williams) 
The Equalizer II (dir. Antoine Fuqua, 2018, music by Harry Gregson-Williams) 
Ex Machina (dir. Alex Garland, 2014, music by Ben Salisbury and Geoff Barrow) 
The Foreigner (dir. Martin Campbell, 2017, music by Cliff Martinez) 
Fury (dir. David Ayer, 2014, music by Steven Price) 
Game Night (dir. John Francis Daley and Jonathan Goldstein, 2018, music by Cliff 
Martinez) 
The Girl with the Dragon Tattoo (dir. David Fincher, 2011, music by Trent Reznor and 
Atticus Ross) 
Ghost in the Shell (dir. Rupert Sanders, 2017, music by Clint Mansell and Lorne Balfe) 
Gone Girl (dir. David Fincher, 2014, music by Trent Reznor and Atticus Ross) 
Gravity (dir. Alfonso Cuarón, 2013, music by Steven Price) 
Green Room (dir. Jeremy Saulnier, 2015, music by Brooke Blair and William Blair) 
Halloween (dir. John Carpenter, 1978, music by John Carpenter) 
Hell or High Water (dir. David Mackenzie, 2016, music by Nick Cave and Warren Ellis) 
Her (dir. Spike Jonze, 2013, music by Arcade Fire) 
Hereditary (dir. Ari Aster, 2018, music by Colin Stetson) 
High Rise (dir. Ben Wheatley, 2015, music by Clint Mansell) 
Hotel Artemis (dir. Drew Pearce, 2018, music by Cliff Martinez) 
I Don’t Feel at Home in this World Anymore (dir. Macon Blair, 2017, music by Brooke Blair 
and Will Blair) 
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Inception (dir. Christopher Nolan, 2010, music by Hans Zimmer) 
Insidious (dir. James Wan, 2010, music by Joseph Bishara) 
Interstellar (dir. Christopher Nolan, 2014, music by Hans Zimmer) 
Jackie (dir. Pablo Larraín, 2016, music by Mica Levi) 
The Keep (dir. Michael Mann, 1983, music by Tangerine Dream) 
The Lincoln Lawyer (dir. Brad Furman, 2011, music by Cliff Martinez) 
Lion (dir. Garth Davis, 2016, music by Hauschka and Dustin O’Halloran) 
Lola Rennt (dir. Tom Tykwer, 1998, music by Tom Tykwer) 
Love and Mercy (dir. Bill Pohlad, 2014, music by Atticus Ross) 
Mandy (dir. Panos Cosmatos, 2018, music by Jóhann Jóhannsson) 
The Martian (dir. Ridley Scott, 2015, music by Harry Gregson-Williams) 
The Master (dir. Paul Thomas Anderson, 2012, music by Jonny Greenwood) 
Miami Vice (dir. Michael Mann, 2006, music by John Murphy) 
Mid90s (dir. Jonah Hill, 2018, music by Trent Reznor and Atticus Ross) 
Midnight Express (dir. Alan Parker, 1978, music by Giorgio Moroder) 
Monos (dir. Alejandro Landes, 2019, music by Mica Levi) 
Moon (dir. Duncan Jones, 2009, music by Clint Mansell) 
Mute (dir. Duncan Jones, 2018, music by Clint Mansell) 
The Neon Demon (dir. Nicolas Winding Refn, 2016, music by Cliff Martinez) 
A Nightmare on Elm Street (dir. Wes Craven, 1984, music by Charles Bernstein) 
No Escape (dir. John Eric Dowdle, 2015, music by Marco Beltrami and Buck Sanders) 
Oblivion (dir. Joseph Kosinski, 2013, music by Anthony Gonzalez, M83, and Joseph 
Trapanese) 
Only God Forgives (dir. Nicolas Winding Refn, 2013, music by Cliff Martinez) 
Passengers (dir. Morten Tyldum, 2016, music by Thomas Newman) 
Patriots Day (dir. Peter Berg, 2016, music by Trent Reznor and Atticus Ross) 
Phantom Thread (dir. Paul Thomas Anderson, 2017, music by Jonny Greenwood) 
Prisoners (dir. Denis Villeneuve, 2013, music by Johann Johannsson) 
A Quiet Place (dir. John Krasinski, 2018, music by Marco Beltrami) 
Rise of the Planet of the Apes (dir. Rupert Wyatt, 2011, music by Patrick Doyle) 
Risky Business (dir. Paul Brickman, 1983, music by Tangerine Dream) 
The Road (dir. John Hillcoat, 2009, music by Nick Cave and Warren Ellis) 
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Sicario (dir. Denis Villeneuve, 2015, music by Johann Johannsson) 
Scarface (dir. Brian De Palma, 1983, music by Giorgio Moroder) 
The Social Network (dir. David Fincher, 2010, music by Trent Reznor and Atticus Ross) 
Snowpiercer (dir. Joon-ho Bong, 2013, music by Marco Beltrami) 
Spring Breakers (dir. Harmony Korine, 2012, music by Cliff Martinez) 
Steve Jobs (dir. Danny Boyle, 2015, music by Daniel Pemberton) 
Sunshine (dir. Danny Boyle, 2007, music by John Murphy) 
The Taking of Pelham 123 (dir. Tony Scott, 2009, music by Harry Gregson-Williams) 
The Terminator (dir. James Cameron, 1980, music by Brad Fiedel) 
There Will Be Blood (dir. Paul Thomas Anderson, 2007, music by Jonny Greenwood) 
Thief (dir. Michael Mann, 1981, music by Tangerine Dream) 
The Thing (dir. John Carpenter, 1982, music by Ennio Morricone) 
Total Recall (dir. Paul Verhoeven, 1990, music by Jerry Goldsmith) 
Transformers (dir. Michael Bay, 2007, music by Steve Jablonsky) 
Triple 9 (dir. John Hillcoat, 2016, music by Atticus Ross, Leopold Ross, and Claudia Sarne) 
TRON (dir. Steven Lisberger, 1982, music by Wendy Carlos) 
TRON: Legacy (dir. Joseph Kosinski, 2010, music by Daft Punk) 
Under the Skin (dir. Jonathan Glazer, 2013, music by Mica Levi) 
War Dogs (dir. Todd Phillips, 2016, music by Cliff Martinez) 
War for the Planet of the Apes (dir. Matt Reeves, 2017, music by Michael Giacchino) 
Waves (dir. Trey Edward Schults. 2019, music by Trent Reznor and Atticus Ross)  
Widows (dir. Steve McQueen, 2018, music by Hans Zimmer) 
Wind River (dir. Taylor Sheridan, 2017, Nick Cave and Warren Ellis) 
The Witch (dir. Robert Eggers, 2015, music by Mark Korven) 
Wheelman (dir. Jeremy Rush, 2017, music by Brooke Blair and Will Blair) 
You Were Never Really Here (dir. Lynne Ramsay, 2017, music by Jonny Greenwood) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
302 
 
Bibliography  
 
 
 
Achino-Loeb, Maria-Luisa. Silence: The Currency Of Power. Berghahn Books, 2005. 
 
Adorno, Theodor W., and Hanns Eisler. Composing for the Films. Oxford University Press, 
1947. 
 
Albrecht, Henning, and Clemens Wöllner. “Metaphors and Embodied Meaning in Film 
Music: The Case of Leitmotifs.” Embodied Metaphors in Film, Television, and Video 
Games: Cognitive Approaches, edited by Kathrin Fahlenbrach, Routledge, 2016, pp. 
145–61. 
 
Altenmüller, Eckart, et al. “Hits to the Left, Flops to the Right: Different Emotions during 
Listening to Music Are Reflected in Cortical Lateralisation Patterns.” 
Neuropsychologia, vol. 40, no. 13, 2002, pp. 2242–56. 
 
Altman, Rick. “Moving Image, Moving Target. (Cover Story).” Music, Sound & the Moving 
Image, vol. 1, no. 1, Spring 2007, pp. 5–7. 
 
Anderson, Lauren. “Beyond Figures of the Audience.” Music, Sound & the Moving Image, 
vol. 10, no. 1, Spring 2016, pp. 25–51. 
 
“Are David Fincher And Trent Reznor The Next Leone and Morricone?” UPROXX, 4 Oct. 
2014, http://uproxx.com/movies/are-david-fincher-and-trent-reznor-the-next-leone-and-
morricone/. 
 
Arnn, John D. “Review of A History of Key Characteristics in the Eighteenth and Early 
Nineteenth Centuries.” Notes, vol. 40, no. 2, 1983, pp. 287–89. 
 
Atkinson, Sean. An Analytical Model for the Study of Multimedia Compositions: A Case 
Study in Minimalist Music. Florida State University, Dec. 2008. 
 
Aucouturier, Jean-Julien, and François Pachet. “Representing Musical Genre: A State of 
the Art.” Journal of New Music Research, vol. 32, no. 1, Mar. 2003, pp. 83–93. 
 
Barnett, Kyle. “Panel Discussion on Film Sound/Film Music: Jim Buhler, Anahid 
Kassabian, David Neumeyer, and Robynn Stilwell.” The Velvet Light Trap - A Critical 
Journal of Film and Television; Madison, Wis, Etc., Spring 2003, pp. 73–91. 
 
Barnier, Martin. “The Sound of Fear in Recent Spanish Films.” Music, Sound & the Moving 
Image, vol. 4, no. 2, Sept. 2010, pp. 197–211. 
 
303 
 
Bazelon, Irwin. Knowing the Score: Notes on Film Music. Van Nostrand Reinhold Company, 
1975. 
 
Beauman, Ned. “Mica Levi’s Intensely Unconventional Film Scores.” The New Yorker, Feb. 
2017. 
 
Bent, Ian. Analysis. MacMillan Press, 1987. 
 
Bernard, Jonathan W. “Minimalism, Postminimalism, and the Resurgence of Tonality in 
Recent American Music.” American Music, vol. 21, no. 1, 2003, pp. 112–33. 
 
---. “The Minimalist Aesthetic in the Plastic Arts and in Music.” Perspectives of New Music, 
vol. 31, no. 1, 1993, pp. 86–132. 
 
Binns, Alexander. “Music, Meaning and Media.” Music, Sound & the Moving Image, vol. 3, 
no. 1, Spring 2009, pp. 149–53. 
 
Boltz, Marilyn G. “The Cognitive Processing of Film and Musical Soundtracks.” Memory & 
Cognition, vol. 32, no. 7, Oct. 2004, pp. 1194–205. 
 
Bordwell, David, and Noël Carroll. Post-Theory: Reconstructing Film Studies. University of 
Wisconsin Press, 1996. 
 
Botha, Marc. A Theory of Minimalism. Bloomsbury Academic, 2017. 
 
Bougaieff, Nicholas. An Approach to Composition Based on a Minimal Techno Case Study. 
University of Huddersfield, Jan. 2013. 
 
Bradshaw, Peter. Sicario Review – Emily Blunt at the Sharp End in War on Drugs. 8 Oct. 
2015. www.theguardian.com. 
 
Branigan, Edward. Narrative Comprehension and Film. Routledge, 2013. 
 
Bresin, Roberto, and Anders Friberg. “Emotion Rendering in Music: Range and 
Characteristic Values of Seven Musical Variables.” Cortex, vol. 47, no. 9, Oct. 2011, pp. 
1068–81. 
 
Brown, Royal S. “Herrmann, Hitchcock, and the Music of the Irrational.” Cinema Journal; 
Austin, Tex., Etc., vol. 21, no. 2, Spring 1982. 
 
---. Overtones and Undertones: Reading Film Music. University of California Press, 1994. 
 
Brownrigg, Mark. Film Music and Film Genre. University of Stirling, Apr. 2003. 
 
304 
 
Buhler, James, David Neumeyer, et al. Hearing the Movies: Music and Sound in Film 
History. Oxford University Press, 2010. 
 
Buhler, James, and David Neumeyer. “Analytical and Interpretive Approaches to Film 
Music (I): Analysing the Music.” Film Music: Critical Approaches, edited by Kevin 
Donnelly, Edinburgh University Press, 2001, pp. 16-38. 
 
Buhler, James, Caryl Flinn, et al., editors. Music and Cinema. Wesleyan University Press, 
2000. 
 
Burlingame, Jon. “‘Jackie’ Composer Mica Levi Joins Select Club of Female Scoring Oscar 
Nominees.” Variety, 15 Feb. 2017, https://variety.com/2017/film/awards/jackie-mica-
levi-oscar-female-composers-1201988634/. 
 
Carroll, Noël. The Philosophy of Horror: Or, Paradoxes of the Heart. Routledge, 1990. 
 
Casanelles, Sergi. “Mixing as a Hyperorchestration Tool.” The Palgrave Handbook of Sound 
Design and Music in Screen Media: Integrated Soundtracks, edited by Liz Greene and 
Danijela Kulezic-Wilson, Palgrave Macmillan, 2016, pp. 57–72.  
 
Cazden, Norman. “Tonal Function and Sonority in the Study of Harmony.” Journal of 
Research in Music Education, vol. 2, no. 1, Apr. 1954, pp. 21–34.  
 
Chagollan, Steve. “‘Sicario’s’ Ominous Score Aims to Match Film’s Brutality.” Variety, 16 
Sept. 2015, http://variety.com/2015/artisans/production/sicario-score-johann-
johannsson-1201594496/. 
 
Chamarette, Jenny. Phenomenology and the Future of Film: Rethinking Subjectivity Beyond 
French Cinema. Palgrave Macmillan, 2012. 
 
Changizi, Mark. “Why Does Music Make Us Feel?” Scientific American, 2009. 
 
Chattah, Juan. “Film Music as Embodiment.” Embodied Cognition and Cinema, edited by 
Peter Kravanja and Martin Coegnarts, 2015, pp. 81–114. 
 
Chion, Michel. Audio-Vision: Sound on Screen. Edited by Claudia Gorbman, Translated by 
Claudia Gorbman, Columbia University Press, 1994. 
 
---. Film, a Sound Art. Columbia University Press, 2009. 
 
Cohen, Annabel J. “Congruence-Association Model and Experiments in Film Music: Toward 
Interdisciplinary Collaboration.” Music and the Moving Image, vol. 8, no. 2, 2015, pp. 
5–24. 
 
305 
 
---. “Congruence-Association Model of Music and Multimedia: Origin and Evolution.” The 
Psychology of Music in Multimedia, OUP Oxford, 2013, pp. 17–47. 
 
---. “Music in Performance Arts: Film, Theatre and Dance.” Oxford Handbook of Music 
Psychology, 1st ed., Oxford University Press, 2008. 
 
Cohn, Richard. “Introduction to Neo-Riemannian Theory: A Survey and a Historical 
Perspective.” Journal of Music Theory, vol. 42, no. 2, 1998, pp. 167–80.  
 
Collins, Karen. “Video Games Killed the Cinema Star.” Music, Sound & the Moving Image, 
vol. 1, no. 1, Spring 2007, pp. 15–19. 
 
“Composer Jóhann Jóhannsson on ’Sicario’s Relentless Intensity, Working with Denis 
Villeneuve.” Collider, 29 Sept. 2015, http://collider.com/composer-johann-johannsson-
sicario-interview/. 
 
Cook, Nicholas. A Guide to Musical Analysis. Oxford University Press, 1987. 
 
---. Analysing Musical Multimedia. Oxford University Press, 1998. 
 
---. “Theorising Musical Meaning.” Music Theory Spectrum, vol. 23, no. 2, 2001, pp. 170–95. 
 
Cooke, Mervyn. A History of Film Music. Cambridge University Press, 2008. 
 
---. The Hollywood Film Music Reader. OUP USA, 2010. 
 
Cooper, David. “Lowering the Boom: Critical Studies in Film Sound.” Music, Sound & the 
Moving Image, vol. 3, no. 1, Spring 2009, pp. 117–22. 
 
Copland, Aaron. “Tip to Moviegoers: Take off Those Earmuffs.” Aaron Copland: A Reader: 
Selected Writings 1923-1972, edited by Aaron Copland and Richard Kostelanetz, 
Psychology Press, 2004, pp. 104–10. 
 
Coulthard, Lisa. “Acoustic Disgust: Sound, Affect, and Cinematic Violence.” The Palgrave 
Handbook of Sound Design and Music in Screen Media: Integrated Soundtracks, edited 
by Liz Greene and Danijela Kulezic-Wilson, Palgrave Macmillan, 2016, pp. 183–93.  
 
---. “Torture Tunes: Tarantino, Popular Music, and New Hollywood Ultraviolence.” Music 
and the Moving Image, vol. 2, no. 2, 2009, pp. 1–6. 
 
Crisp, Deborah, and Roger Hillman. “Chiming the Hours: A Philip Glass Soundtrack.” 
Music and the Moving Image, vol. 3, no. 2, 2010, pp. 30–38.  
 
Crocker, Richard L. “Discant, Counterpoint, and Harmony.” Journal of the American 
Musicological Society, vol. 15, no. 1, 1962, pp. 1–21. 
306 
 
 
Daubney, Kate. Max Steiner’s Now, Voyager: A Film Score Guide. Greenwood Press, 2000. 
 
Davison, Annette. “Beyond the Soundtrack: Representing Music in Cinema. Ed. by Daniel 
Goldmark, Lawrence Kramer, and Richard Leppert.” Music and Letters, vol. 90, no. 1, 
Feb. 2009, pp. 113–16. 
 
---. Hollywood Theory, Non-Hollywood Practice: Cinema Soundtracks in the 1980s and 
1990s. Ashgate Publishing Limited, 2004. 
 
de Wied, Minet. “The Role of Temporal Expectancies in the Production of Film Suspense.” 
Poetics, vol. 23, no. 1, Jan. 1995, pp. 107–23. 
 
Derrida, Jacques, and Avital Ronell. “The Law of Genre.” Critical Inquiry, vol. 7, no. 1, Oct. 
1980, pp. 55–81. 
 
Desowitz, Bill. “How Composer Jóhann Jóhannsson Found a New Musical Language for 
Denis Villeneuve’s ‘Arrival.’” IndieWire, 21 Nov. 2016, 
http://www.indiewire.com/2016/11/arrival-composer-johann-johannsson-musical-
language-denis-villeneuve-oscars-1201748630/. 
 
Deutsch, Stephen. “Psycho and the Orchestration of Anxiety.” Soundtrack, vol. 3, no. 1, 
Mar. 2010, pp. 53–66. 
 
Dickinson, Kay. Movie Music: The Film Reader. Routledge, 2003. 
 
Doll, Christopher. “Definitions of ‘Chord’ in the Teaching of Tonal Harmony.” Tijdschrift 
Voor Muziektheorie, vol. 18, no. 2, 2013, pp. 91–106. 
 
Donnelly, K. J. “Accessing the Mind’s Eye and Ear: What Might Lab Experiments Tell Us 
About Film Music?” Music and the Moving Image, vol. 8, no. 2, Summer 2015, pp. 25–
34. 
 
---, editor. Film Music: Critical Approaches. Edinburgh University Press, 2001. 
 
---. Occult Aesthetics: Synchronization in Sound Film. Oxford University Press, 2014. 
 
Dubowsky, Jack Curtis. “The Evolving ‘Temp Score’ in Animation.” Music, Sound & the 
Moving Image, vol. 5, no. 1, Spring 2011, pp. 1–24. 
 
Duckworth, William. Talking Music: Conversations with John Cage, Philip Glass, Laurie 
Anderson, and Five Generations of American Experimental Composers. Schirmer 
Books, 1995. 
 
307 
 
Eaton, Rebecca. Unheard Minimalisms: The Functions of the Minimalist Technique in Film 
Scores. University of Texas at Austin, 2008. 
 
Ebert, Roger. The Social Network Movie Review (2010) | Roger Ebert, 2011. 
http://www.rogerebert.com/reviews/the-social-network-2010. 
 
Eitan, Zohar, and Roni Y. Granot. “Primary versus Secondary Musical Parameters and the 
Classification of Melodic Motives.” Musicae Scientiae, vol. 13, no. 1_suppl, Mar. 2009, 
pp. 139–79. 
 
Ellis-Geiger, Robert Jay. Trends in Contemporary Hollywood Film Scoring: A Synthesised 
Approach for Hong Kong Cinema. The University of Leeds, Sept. 2007. 
 
Evans, Mark. Soundtrack: The Music of the Movies. Hopkinson & Blake, Publishers, 1975. 
 
Evans, Paul Anthony. Psychological Needs and Social-Cognitive Influences on Participation 
in Music Activities. University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign, 2009. 
 
Fabbri, Franco. “A Theory of Musical Genres: Two Applications.” Popular Music 
Perspectives, edited by David Horn and Philip Tagg, 1982a, pp. 52–81. 
 
---. “What Kind of Music?” Popular Music, vol. 2, Jan. 1982b, pp. 131–43. Cambridge Core. 
 
Fahlenbrach, Kathrin, editor. Embodied Metaphors in Film, Television, and Video Games: 
Cognitive Approaches. Routledge, 2015. 
 
Farbood, Morwaread M. “A Parametric, Temporal Model of Musical Tension.” Music 
Perception: An Interdisciplinary Journal, vol. 29, no. 4, Apr. 2012, pp. 387–428. 
mp.ucpress.edu. 
 
Ferrara, Lawrence. “Phenomenology as a Tool for Musical Analysis.” The Musical 
Quarterly, vol. 70, no. 3, 1984, pp. 355–73. 
 
Filimowicz, Michael. “The Audio Affect Image: Five Hermeneutic Modalities of Sound 
Design.” Soundtrack, vol. 5, no. 1, June 2012, pp. 29–36. 
 
Fink, Robert. Repeating Ourselves: American Minimal Music as Cultural Practice. 
University of California Press, 2005. 
 
Flinn, Caryl. Strains of Utopia: Gender, Nostalgia, and Hollywood Film Music. Princeton 
University Press, 1992. 
 
Frith, Simon. Performing Rites: On the Value of Popular Music. Harvard University Press, 
1998. 
308 
 
 
Gabrielsson, Alf. “Emotion Perceived and Emotion Felt: Same or Different?” Musicae 
Scientiae, vol. 5, no. 1_suppl, Sept. 2001, pp. 123–47. 
 
Gallagher, Shaun. Phenomenology. Palgrave Macmillan, 2012. 
 
Gallese, Vittorio, and Michele Guerra. “Embodying Movies: Embodied Simulation and Film 
Studies.” Cinema: Journal of Philosophy and the Moving Image, vol. 3, 2012, pp. 183–
210. 
 
Gann, Kyle. “A Technically Definable Stream of Postminimalism, Its Characteristics and 
Its Meaning.” The Ashgate Research Companion to Minimalist and Postminimalist 
Music, Routledge, 2013. 
 
Gerke, Jeff. Plot Versus Character: A Balanced Approach to Writing Great Fiction. Writer’s 
Digest Books, 2010. 
 
Gerrig, Richard J. “Suspense in the Absence of Uncertainty.” Journal of Memory and 
Language, vol. 28, no. 6, Dec. 1989, pp. 633–48. 
 
Goldmark, Daniel, et al., editors. Beyond the Soundtrack: Representing Music in Cinema. 
1st ed., University of California Press, 2007. 
 
Gorbman, Claudia. “Narrative Film Music.” Yale French Studies, no. 60, 1980, pp. 183–203. 
 
---. Unheard Melodies: Narrative Film Music. Indiana University Press, 1987. 
 
---. “The State of Film Music Criticism.” Cineaste, vol. 21, no. 1/2, Jan. 1995, p. 72. 
 
Grajeda, Tony. “Listening to Violence: Point-of-Audition Sound, Aural Interpellation, and 
the Rupture of Hearing.” The Palgrave Handbook of Sound Design and Music in 
Screen Media: Integrated Soundtracks, edited by Liz Greene and Danijela Kulezic-
Wilson, Palgrave Macmillan, 2016, pp. 169–82. 
 
Green, Jessica. “Understanding the Score: Film Music Communicating to and Influencing 
the Audience.” The Journal of Aesthetic Education, vol. 44, no. 4, Nov. 2010, pp. 81–94. 
 
Greene, Jayson. “Mica Levi: Under the Skin OST.” Pitchfork, 
https://pitchfork.com/reviews/albums/19239-mica-levi-under-the-skin-ost/. 
 
Greene, Liz, and Danijela Kulezic-Wilson, editors. The Palgrave Handbook of Sound Design 
and Music in Screen Media: Integrated Soundtracks. Palgrave Macmillan, 2016. 
 
309 
 
Greiving, Tim. “‘Jackie’ Shows A First Lady Behind Closed Doors — But The Music Is 
Front And Center.” NPR.Org, https://www.npr.org/2016/12/04/504039949/jackie-shows-
a-first-lady-behind-closed-doors-but-the-music-is-front-and-center. 
 
Grobar, Matt. “‘Sicario’ Composer Johann Johannsson On Creating Propulsive Sound Of 
Drug War Drama – AwardsLine.” Deadline, 24 Dec. 2015, 
http://deadline.com/2015/12/johann-johannsson-sicario-composer-oscars-best-score-
1201664692/. 
 
Gunter, Barrie. Predicting Movie Success at the Box Office. Palgrave Macmillan, 2018. 
 
Halfyard, Janet K. “John Williams’s Film Music: Jaws, Star Wars, Raiders of the Lost Ark, 
and the Return of the Classical Hollywood Music Style.” Music, Sound & the Moving 
Image, vol. 9, no. 2, Sept. 2015, pp. 231–36. 
 
Harper, Graeme, et al., editors. Sound and Music in Film and Visual Media: A Critical 
Overview. Continuum, 2009. 
 
Hayward, Philip, editor. Terror Tracks: Music, Sound, and Horror Cinema. Equinox 
Publishing, 2009. 
 
Heldt, Guido. Music and Levels of Narration in Film: Steps Across the Border. Intellect, 
2013. 
 
Hexel, Vasco. Understanding Contextual Agents and Their Impact on Recent Hollywood 
Film Music Practice. Royal College of Music, 2014. 
 
Hill, John, and Pamela Church Gibson, editors. The Oxford Guide to Film Studies. Oxford 
University Press, 1998. 
 
Hillman, Neil, and Sandra Pauletto. “The Craftsman: The Use of Sound Design to Elicit 
Emotions.” Soundtrack, vol. 7, no. 1, Apr. 2014, pp. 5–23. 
 
Holt, Fabian. “A View from Popular Music Studies: Genre Issues.” The New 
(Ethno)Musicologies, edited by Henry Stobart, Scarecrow Press, Inc., 2008, pp. 40–47. 
 
---. Genre in Popular Music. University of Chicago Press, 2009. 
 
Hopkins, Robert G. Closure and Mahler’s Music: The Role of Secondary Parameters. 
University of Pennsylvania Press, 1990. 
 
Hough, John. “Interview 5: Under the Skin of Film Sound—An Interview with Johnnie 
Burn.” The Palgrave Handbook of Sound Design and Music in Screen Media: 
310 
 
Integrated Soundtracks, edited by Liz Greene and Danijela Kulezic-Wilson, Palgrave 
Macmillan, 2016, pp. 377–84. 
 
“How Mica Levi Got Under The Skin of Her First Film Soundtrack.” The Guardian, 15 Mar. 
2014. www.theguardian.com, http://www.theguardian.com/music/2014/mar/15/mica-
levi-under-the-skin-soundtrack. 
 
Hubbert, Julie, editor. Celluloid Symphonies: Texts and Contexts in Film Music History. 
University of California Press, 2011. 
 
Innes-Ker, Åse. “Film and Music in Laboratory Experiments: Emotion Induction.” Music & 
the Moving Image, vol. 8, no. 2, Summer 2015, pp. 58–68. 
 
Ireland, David. “Deconstructing Incongruence: A Psycho-Semiotic Approach towards 
Difference in the Film-Music Relationship.” Music and the Moving Image, vol. 8, no. 2, 
2015, pp. 48–57. 
 
---. “Great Expectations? The Changing Role of Audiovisual Incongruence in Contemporary 
Multimedia.” Music and the Moving Image, vol. 10, no. 3, 2017, pp. 21–35. 
 
---. Identifying and Interpreting Incongruent Film Music. Palgrave Macmillan US, 2018. 
 
---. “It’s a Sin […] Using Ludwig van like That. He Did No Harm to Anyone, Beethoven Just 
Wrote Music’: The Role of the Incongruent Soundtrack in the Representation of the 
Cinematic Criminal.” Constructing Crime, Palgrave Macmillan, London, 2012, pp. 97–
111. 
 
“Jóhann Jóhannsson Talks About His Arrival Music.” Slashfilm, 11 Nov. 2016, 
http://www.slashfilm.com/johann-johannsson-arrival-music/. 
 
Johnson, Timothy A. “Minimalism: Aesthetic, Style, or Technique?” The Musical Quarterly, 
vol. 78, no. 4, Winter 1994, pp. 742–73. 
 
Juslin, Patrik N. “From Everyday Emotions to Aesthetic Emotions: Towards a Unified 
Theory of Musical Emotions.” Physics of Life Reviews, vol. 10, no. 3, Sept. 2013, pp. 
235-66.  
 
Juslin, Patrik N., and Daniel Västfjäll. “Emotional Responses to Music: The Need to 
Consider Underlying Mechanisms.” Behavioral and Brain Sciences, vol. 31, no. 5, Oct. 
2008, pp. 559–75. 
 
Kalinak, Kathryn. Settling the Score: Music and the Classical Hollywood Film. University 
of Wisconsin Press, 1992. 
 
311 
 
Karlin, Fred. Listening to Movies: A Film Lover’s Guide to Film Music. Schirmer Books, 
1994. 
 
Karlin, Fred, and Rayburn Wright. On the Track: A Guide to Contemporary Film Scoring. 
2nd ed., Routledge, 2004. 
 
Kassabian, Anahid. Hearing Film: Tracking Identifications in Contemporary Hollywood 
Film Music. Routledge, 2001. 
 
Keil, Charles. “Participatory Discrepancies and the Power of Music.” Cultural 
Anthropology, vol. 2, no. 3, 1987, pp. 275–83. 
 
Kermode, Mark. “Jackie Review – a Symphony of Grief at the White House.” The Guardian, 
22 Jan. 2017. www.theguardian.com, 
http://www.theguardian.com/film/2017/jan/22/jackie-review-natalie-portman-pablo-
lerrain-mica-levi. 
 
---. “Sicario Review – Emily Blunt’s Star Quality Lifts Mexican Drugs Thriller.” The 
Guardian, 11 Oct. 2015. www.theguardian.com, 
http://www.theguardian.com/film/2015/oct/11/sicario-review-emily-blunt-star-quality-
lifts-thriller. 
 
Kivy, Peter. Music Alone: Philosophical Reflections on the Purely Musical Experience. 
Cornell University Press, 1990. 
 
Kolltveit, Gjermund. “The Prehistory of Music: Human Evolution, Archaeology, and the 
Origins of Musicality.” Norwegian Archaeological Review, vol. 47, no. 2, July 2014, pp. 
218–20. 
 
Konečni, Vladimir J. “Does Music Induce Emotion? A Theoretical and Methodological 
Analysis.” Psychology of Aesthetics, Creativity, and the Arts, vol. 2, no. 2, 2008, pp. 
115–29. 
 
---. “Emotional and Aesthetic Antecedents and Consequences of Music-Induced Thrills.” The 
American Journal of Psychology, vol. 120, no. 4, 2007, pp. 619–43. 
 
Koons, Christian. “Episode 89: Arrival.” Song Exploder, 17 Nov. 2016, 
http://songexploder.net/arrival. 
 
Kothari, Chakravanti R. Research Methodology: Methods and Techniques. 2nd Revised, 
New Age International, 2004. 
 
Kracauer, Siegfried. Theory of Film: The Redemption of Physical Reality. Oxford University 
Press, 1960. 
312 
 
 
Krause, Amanda E., et al. “Music-Listening in Everyday Life: Devices and Choice.” 
Psychology of Music, vol. 43, no. 2, Mar. 2015, pp. 155–70. 
 
Kulezic-Wilson, Danijela. “A Musical Approach to Filmmaking: Hip-Hop and Techno 
Composing Techniques and Models of Structuring in Darren Aronofsky’s π.” Music and 
the Moving Image, vol. 1, no. 1, 2008, pp. 19–34. 
 
---. “Sound Design Is the New Score.” Music, Sound & the Moving Image, vol. 2, no. 2, Fall 
2008, pp. 127–31. 
 
---. “The Music of Film Silence.” Music and the Moving Image, vol. 2, no. 3, 2009, pp. 1–10. 
 
---. The Musicality of Narrative Film. 1st ed., Palgrave Macmillan, 2015. 
 
Laamanen, Carl. “Scoring Transcendence: Contemporary Film Music as Religious 
Experience.” Music, Sound & the Moving Image, vol. 8, no. 1, Spring 2014, pp. 103–08. 
 
Lack, Russell. Twenty Four Frames Under: A Buried History of Film Music. Quartet Books, 
1997. 
 
Langer, Susanne K. Philosophy in a New Key: A Study in the Symbolism of Reason, Rite, 
and Art. Harvard University Press, 1951. 
 
Langkjær, Birger. “Audiovisual Styling and the Film Experience: Prospects for Textual 
Analysis and Experimental Approaches to Understand the Perception of Sound and 
Music in Movies.” Music & the Moving Image, vol. 8, no. 2, Summer 2015, pp. 35–47. 
 
Larson, Randall D. Musique Fantastique: A Survey of Film Music in the Fantastic Cinema. 
Scarecrow Press, 1985. 
 
Lattanzio, Ryan. “Mica Levi on Why Composing ‘Under the Skin’ Was ‘Really Mental.’” 
IndieWire, 10 Nov. 2014, https://www.indiewire.com/2014/11/mica-levi-on-why-
composing-under-the-skin-was-really-mental-190232/. 
 
Lehman, Frank. Hollywood Harmony: Musical Wonder and the Sound of Cinema. Oxford 
University Press, 2018. 
 
Lehne, Moritz, and Stefan Koelsch. “Towards a General Psychological Model of Tension and 
Suspense.” Frontiers in Psychology, vol. 6, 2015. 
 
Lerdahl, Fred, and Carol L. Krumhansl. “Modeling Tonal Tension.” Music Perception: An 
Interdisciplinary Journal, vol. 24, no. 4, Apr. 2007, pp. 329–66. 
 
313 
 
Levitin, Daniel J. This Is Your Brain on Music: The Science of a Human Obsession. 
Penguin, 2006. 
 
Leydon, Rebecca. “Towards a Typology of Minimalist Tropes.” Music Theory Online, vol. 8, 
no. 4, 2002. 
 
Link, Stan. “Sympathy with the Devil? Music of the Psycho Post-Psycho.” Screen, vol. 45, 
no. 1, Mar. 2004, pp. 1–20. 
 
Lipscomb, Scott David, et al. The Psychology of Music in Multimedia. Vol. 1st ed, OUP 
Oxford, 2013. 
 
Lock, Brian. “The Emerging Film Composer: An Introduction to the People, Problems and 
Psychology of the Film Music Business/Music and Mythmaking in Film: Genre and the 
Role of the Composer.” Music, Sound & the Moving Image, vol. 2, no. 1, Spring 2008, 
pp. 91–95. 
 
Lodge, Guy. “The 10 Best Oscars Snubs.” The Guardian, 26 Feb. 2016. The Guardian, 
https://www.theguardian.com/film/2016/feb/26/10-best-oscar-snubs-bette-davis-marlon-
brando-social-network. 
 
Logeswaran, Nidhya, and Joydeep Bhattacharya. “Crossmodal Transfer of Emotion by 
Music.” Neuroscience Letters, vol. 455, no. 2, May 2009, pp. 129–33. 
 
Manolas, Christos, and Sandra Pauletto. “Enlarging the Diegetic Space: Uses of the Multi-
Channel Soundtrack in Cinematic Narrative.” Soundtrack, vol. 2, no. 1, Mar. 2009, pp. 
39–55. 
 
Manvell, Roger, and John Huntley. The Technique of Film Music. 1st ed., 1957. 
 
Mattern, Shannon, and Barry Salmon. “Sound Studies: Framing Noise.” Music, Sound & 
the Moving Image, vol. 2, no. 2, Fall 2008, pp. 139–44. 
 
McGinney, William Lawrence. The Sound of the Dystopian Future: Music for Science Fiction 
Films of the New Hollywood Era, 1966-1976. University of North Texas, May 2009. 
 
McIntyre, Hugh. “Americans Are Spending More Time Listening To Music Than Ever 
Before.” Forbes, 19 Nov. 2017, 
https://www.forbes.com/sites/hughmcintyre/2017/11/09/americans-are-spending-more-
time-listening-to-music-than-ever-before/. 
 
McKay, Cory, and Ichiro Fujinaga. “Musical Genre Classification: Is It Worth Pursuing and 
How Can It Be Improved?” ISMIR, Oct. 2006, pp. 101–06. 
 
314 
 
McKee, Alan. Textual Analysis: A Beginner’s Guide. SAGE, 2003. 
 
McKenzie, Richard D., editor. Why Popcorn Costs So Much at the Movies. Springer New 
York, 2008. 
 
Mera, Miguel. “Materialising Film Music.” The Cambridge Companion to FIlm Music, 
edited by Mervyn Cooke and Fiona Ford, Cambridge University Press, 2016. 
 
---. “Towards 3-D Sound: Spatial Presence and the Space Vacuum.” The Palgrave Handbook 
of Sound Design and Music in Screen Media: Integrated Soundtracks, edited by Liz 
Greene and Danijela Kulezic-Wilson, Palgrave Macmillan, 2016, pp. 91-112.  
 
Mertens, Wim. American Minimal Music: La Monte Young, Terry Riley, Steve Reich, Philip 
Glass. Translated by J. Hautekiet, Kahn & Averill; Alexander Broude, 1983. 
 
Mestyán, Márton, et al. “Early Prediction of Movie Box Office Success Based on Wikipedia 
Activity Big Data.” PLOS ONE, vol. 8, no. 8, Aug. 2013. 
 
Meyer, Leonard B. Emotion and Meaning in Music. University of Chicago Press, 1956. 
 
---. Music, the Arts, and Ideas: Patterns and Predictions in Twentieth-Century Culture. 
University of Chicago Press, 2010. 
 
---. Style and Music: Theory, History, and Ideology. University of Pennsylvania Press, 1989. 
 
“Mica Levi: Jackie OST.” Pitchfork, https://pitchfork.com/reviews/albums/22677-jackie-ost/. 
 
Middleton, Richard. Reading Pop: Approaches to Textual Analysis in Popular Music. Oxford 
University Press, USA, 2000. 
 
Molino, Jean, et al. “Musical Fact and the Semiology of Music.” Music Analysis, vol. 9, no. 2, 
1990, pp. 105–56. 
 
Monaco, James. How to Read a Film: The World of Movies, Media, and Multimedia: 
Language, History, Theory. Oxford University Press, 2000. 
 
Moore, Allan F. “Categorical Conventions in Music Discourse: Style and Genre.” Music & 
Letters, vol. 82, no. 3, 2001, pp. 432–42. 
 
Murphy, Scott. “A Pop Music Progression in Recent Popular Movies and Movie Trailers.” 
Music, Sound & the Moving Image, vol. 8, no. 2, Sept. 2014, pp. 141–62. 
 
Mursell, James L. The Psychology of Music. WW Norton & Company, 1937. 
 
315 
 
Musical Key Characteristics. 11 Oct. 2017, http://www.wmich.edu/mus-
theo/courses/keys.html. 
 
Neale, Steve. Genre and Hollywood. Routledge, 1999. 
 
Nordine, Michael. “‘Jackie’ Soundtrack: Stream Mica Levi’s Powerful, Haunting Score.” 
IndieWire, 21 Nov. 2016, https://www.indiewire.com/2016/11/jackie-soundtrack-stream-
mica-levi-natalie-portman-1201748707/. 
 
O’Connell, Sharon. Arrival Composer Jóhann Jóhannsson: “People Are Hungry for New 
Sounds.” 26 Nov. 2016. www.theguardian.com, 
http://www.theguardian.com/music/2016/nov/26/arrival-johann-johannsson-
soundtrack-oscar-nominated. 
 
O’Meara, Jennifer. “Inside the Outsider’s Ear - Hyperacousia and Marginalised Character 
Identification.” Soundtrack, vol. 5, no. 2, Oct. 2012, pp. 121–29. 
 
Parlow, Anton, and Sabrina Wagner. Netflix and the Demand for Cinema Tickets - An 
Analysis for 19 European Countries. Oct. 2018. 
 
Pillai, Nicolas. “Filming Improvisation: Jazz Criticism’s Neglect of Film Style.” Soundtrack, 
vol. 6, no. 1/2, Mar. 2014, pp. 5–20.  
 
Potter, Keith. Four Musical Minimalists: La Monte Young, Terry Riley, Steve Reich, Philip 
Glass. 1st pbk. ed. with minor revisions., Cambridge University Press, 2002. 
 
Potter, Keith, and Kyle Gann. The Ashgate Research Companion to Minimalist and 
Postminimalist Music. Routledge, 2016. 
 
Prendergast, Mark J. The Ambient Century: From Mahler to Moby: The Evolution of Sound 
in the Electronic Age. Bloomsbury Books, 2003. 
 
Prendergast, Roy M. Film Music: A Neglected Art: A Critical Study of Music in Films. 2nd 
ed., WW Norton & Company, 1992. 
 
Priest, Stephen. Merleau-Ponty. Routledge, 2002. 
 
Reyland, Nicholas. “Above and Beyond or Betwixt and Between?” Music, Sound & the 
Moving Image, vol. 3, no. 2, Sept. 2009, pp. 215–35. 
 
Robinson, Anna. “Emotion-Focused Therapy for Autism Spectrum Disorder: A Case 
Conceptualization Model for Trauma-Related Experiences.” Journal of Contemporary 
Psychotherapy, vol. 48, no. 3, 2018, pp. 133–43. 
 
316 
 
Romney, Jonathan. “Away from the Picture: Mica Levi on Her Under the Skin Soundtrack 
| Sight & Sound.” British Film Institute, https://www.bfi.org.uk/news-opinion/sight-
sound-magazine/interviews/away-picture-mica-levi-her-under-skin-soundtrack. 
 
Rosar, William H. “Film Studies in Musicology: Disciplinarity vs. Interdisciplinarity.” The 
Journal of Film Music; Claremont, Calif., vol. 2, no. 2–4, Winter 2009, pp. 99–125. 
 
Sadoff, Ronald H. “An Eclectic Methodology for Analyzing Film Music.” Music and the 
Moving Image, vol. 5, no. 2, 2012, pp. 70–86. 
 
Salt, Alec N., and Timothy E. Hullar. “Responses of the Ear to Low Frequency Sounds, 
Infrasound and Wind Turbines.” Hearing Research, vol. 268, no. 1, Sept. 2010, pp. 12–
21.  
 
Scherer, Klaus R., and Marcel R. Zentner. “Emotional Effects of Music: Production Rules.” 
Music and Emotion: Theory and Research, edited by P. N. Juslin and J. A. Sloboda, 
Oxford University Press, 2001, pp. 361–92. 
 
Schiffer, Sheldon. “Footsteps, Breath and Recording Devices: Abandoning a Camera-Centric 
Construction of ‘Point of Audition.’” Soundtrack, vol. 5, no. 1, June 2012, pp. 15–28.  
 
Schönberg, Arnold, and Adolph Weiss. “Problems of Harmony.” Perspectives of New Music, 
vol. 11, no. 2, 1973, pp. 3–23. 
 
“Sicario Composer Jóhann Jóhannsson Is the Next Big Thing in Film Music.” WIRED, 
https://www.wired.com/2016/02/sicario-composer-is-the-next-big-film-composer/. 
 
“‘Sicario’ Movie Review.” Rolling Stone, 11 Oct. 2017, 
http://www.rollingstone.com/movies/reviews/sicario-20150917. 
 
Sim, Gerald. “The Other Person in the Bathroom: Mixed Emotions about Cognitivist Film 
Music Theory.” Quarterly Review of Film and Video, vol. 30, no. 4, July 2013, pp. 309–
22.  
 
Siôn, Pwyll ap. “Understanding Minimalist Film Music: The Case of Man on Wire.” 
Soundtrack, vol. 5, no. 1, June 2012, pp. 51–66. 
 
Siôn, Pwyll ap, and Tristian Evans. “Parallel Symmetries? Exploring Relationships 
between Minimalist Music and Multimedia Forms.” Sound and Music in Film and 
Visual Media, 2007, pp. 671–91. 
 
Smith, Jeff. The Sounds of Commerce: Marketing Popular Film Music. Columbia University 
Press, 1998. 
 
317 
 
Sobchack, Vivian. Screening Space: The American Science Fiction Film. Rutgers University 
Press, 1987. 
 
---. Carnal Thoughts: Embodiment and Moving Image Culture. University of California 
Press, 2004. 
 
Spring, Katherine. “Chance Encounters of the Musical Kind: Electronica and Audiovisual 
Synchronization in Three Films Directed by Tom Tykwer.” Music and the Moving 
Image, vol. 3, no. 3, 2010, pp. 1–14. 
 
---. “From Analogue to Digital: Synthesizers and Discourses of Film Sound in the 1980s.” 
The Palgrave Handbook of Sound Design and Music in Screen Media: Integrated 
Soundtracks, edited by Liz Greene and Danijela Kulezic-Wilson, Palgrave Macmillan, 
2016, pp. 273–88. 
 
Stam, Robert. Film Theory: An Introduction. Blackwell Publishing, 2000. 
 
Steblin, Rita Katherine. Key Characteristics in the 18th and Early 19th Centuries: A 
Historical Approach. University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign, 1981. 
 
Stilwell, Robynn J. “The Fantastical Gap between Diegetic and Nondiegetic.” Beyond the 
Soundtrack: Representing Music in Cinema, 1st ed., University of California Press, 
2007. 
 
Summers, Tim. “Star Trek and the Musical Depiction of the Alien Other.” Music, Sound & 
the Moving Image, vol. 7, no. 1, Spring 2013, pp. 19–52. 
 
Sutton, Julie P. “The Pause That Follows” Nordic Journal of Music Therapy, vol. 11, no. 1, 
Jan. 2002, pp. 27–38. 
 
Tagg, Philip. “Analysing Popular Music: Theory, Method and Practice.” Popular Music, vol. 
2, Jan. 1982, pp. 37–67. 
 
---. “Music, Moving Image, and the ‘Missing Majority’: How Vernacular Media Competence 
Can Help Music Studies Move into the Digital Era.” Music & the Moving Image, vol. 5, 
no. 2, Summer 2012, pp. 9–33. 
 
---. Music’s Meanings: A Modern Musicology for Non-Musos. The Mass Media Music 
Scholar’s Press, 2012. 
 
Tapley, Kristopher. “‘Arrival,’ ‘Jackie’ Composers Push Boundaries of Music and Sound 
Design.” Variety, 19 Oct. 2016, https://variety.com/2016/artisans/in-contention/music-
sound-arrival-jackie-1201892755/. 
 
318 
 
Tapley, Kristopher. “Oscars: Academy Disqualifies ‘Arrival,’ ‘Silence,’ ‘Manchester’ Original 
Scores (EXCLUSIVE).” Variety, 14 Dec. 2016, http://variety.com/2016/film/in-
contention/oscars-academy-disqualifies-arrival-manchester-by-the-sea-silence-
1201941479/. 
 
Tarasti, Eero. Signs of Music: A Guide to Musical Semiotics. Walter de Gruyter, 2002. 
 
“The 50 Best Films of 2016 in the US: The Full List.” The Guardian, 29 Nov. 2016. 
www.theguardian.com, http://www.theguardian.com/film/2016/nov/29/50-best-us-film-
of-2016-the-full-list. 
 
“The Girl With the Dragon Tattoo (2011) Soundtrack and Complete List of Songs.” What-
Song, http://www.what-song.com/Movies/Soundtrack/872/The-Girl-With-the-Dragon-
Tattoo. 
 
Thompson, Kristin, and David Bordwell. Film History: An Introduction. Third, McGraw-
Hill, 2010. 
 
Tikka, Pia. “Cinema as Externalization of Consciousness.” Screen Consciousness: Cinema, 
Mind, and World, edited by Robert Pepperell and Michael Punt, Rodopi B.V, 2006, pp. 
139–62. 
 
Travers, Peter. “The Social Network.” Rolling Stone, 
http://www.rollingstone.com/movies/reviews/the-social-network-20100930.  
 
Ward, Mark. “Art in Noise: An Embodied Simulation Account of Cinematic Sound Design.” 
Embodied Cognition and Cinema, edited by Peter Kravanja and Martin Coegnarts, 
Leuven University Press, 2015, pp. 155–86. 
 
Waters, Keith. “Modes, Scales, Functional Harmony, and Nonfunctional Harmony in the 
Compositions of Herbie Hancock.” Journal of Music Theory, vol. 49, no. 2, 2005, pp. 
333–57. JSTOR. 
 
Wierzbicki, James. Film Music: A History. Routledge Ltd, 2009. 
 
---. “Sound Effects/Sound Affects: ‘Meaningful’ Noise in the Cinema.” The Palgrave 
Handbook of Sound Design and Music in Screen Media: Integrated Soundtracks, edited 
by Liz Greene and Danijela Kulezic-Wilson, Palgrave Macmillan, 2016, pp. 153–68. 
 
Winters, Ben. “Corporeality, Musical Heartbeats, and Cinematic Emotion.” Music, Sound & 
the Moving Image, vol. 2, no. 1, Spring 2008, pp. 3–25. 
 
---. “The Non-Diegetic Fallacy: Film, Music, and Narrative Space.” Music and Letters, vol. 
91, no. 2, July 2010, pp. 224–44. 
319 
 
 
---. “Music and Narrative.” Music, Sound & the Moving Image, vol. 6, no. 1, Spring 2012, pp. 
3–7. 
 
---. “Musical Wallpaper? Towards an Appreciation of Non-narrating Music in Film” Music, 
Sound & the Moving Image, vol. 6, no. 1, Spring 2012, pp. 39–54. 
 
Wright, Benjamin. “Electric Sounds: Technological Change and the Rise of Corporate Mass 
Media/Sound Design and Science Fiction.” Music, Sound & the Moving Image, vol. 2, 
no. 2, Fall 2008, pp. 213–19. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
